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CORRESPONDENCE
The Cresset welcomes letters to the
Editor. Restrictions on space require
that letters be as concise as possible,
and they are subject to editing for brevity. Letters intended for publication
should include the name and address
of the sender.

To the Editor of The Cresset:

There is much in the Editor's
comments on "Tax Reform?" (In
Luce Tua, February) with which I
can agree. I am concerned, however, with the implication that were
it not for the tax deduction involved, giving to private education
would plummet markedly at Valparaiso University and other institutions.
Quite to the contrary, I would
like to propose that what drives
most Valparaiso University alumni
to support the school is not the
search for tax deductions, but
rather a genuine interest in the
welfare of the institution. Perhaps
one might be even so bold as to say
that the tax reform being opposed
by the Editor may in actuality increase support from the alumni, as
they see the need for a Christian
higher education institution to survive (though businesses, foundations, and other sources may not be
similarly motivated in their giving).
There may be a more subtle message in the tax reform proposal;
what tax reform may also stimulate
is a review by the private education
sector of its competitiveness--qualitatively and quantitatively. There
are some indicators that an "over
capacity" situation exists-too many
schools chasing too few students. If
the Darwinian principle of survival
of the fittest is applicable, then
May, 1985

perhaps tax reform is one step in
the process. The quality institutions
will and should survive. Most
alumni would like to think that Valparaiso is one of those quality institutions. So let us not bemoan ta~
reform as the death knell for the
private sector, but rather view this
as the opportunity to reappraise
the mission and goals of the U niversity, and then develop the plans
to assure its continuity.
Time and a continuing growth
environment can lead to complacency; several industries in the private sector have been examples of
this. But fortunately times change
and events overtake us; it is not
necessary to bad-mouth government and attempts at tax reform.
Perhaps the effort should be made
to take the steps that will assure the
University's survival, immune to
the degree possible of involvement
from Washington, Indianapolis, or
whatever.
Valparaiso University strives for
academic excellence, and for that,
quantitative support is essential. An
even greater need, however, is assuring the quality of the people
(students, faculty, and administration), the education, and, ultimately, the institution itself.
Perhaps it is time to rearrange
our thought processes to no longer
look on universities as being in the
charitable and other non-profit enterprise category. Perhaps this is
the reform that is needed. It might
even be quite simple and accomplish what we want.
Dennis G. Oberly
Dearborn, Michigan
James Nuechterlein responds:

Let me respond briefly to Mr.
Oberly's thoughtful argument.

I agree that alumni contribute to
Valparaiso University (or any other
non-profit institution) primarily out
of concern for its survival. But we
all have many competing claims on
our resources, and we surely are
affected, at least in the amounts that
we contribute, by the actual out-ofpocket costs involved. Tax laws can
make a significant difference here.
Mr. Oberly suggests that tax reform may usefully stimulate private
universities to improve their quality
in order to insure survival in the
highly-competitive world of higher
education. He may well be right.
But he neglects to mention that
private schools, whatever their
quality, already face a considerable
competitive disadvantage with public schools because the extensive
subsidy the latter receive through
tax dollars allows them to set tuition rates far below those that private institutions must establish. I
believe that it is in the public interest that the nation retain a
pluralistic system of higher education, and I see nothing wrong with
using the tax system to further that
public interest.
If we simply follow the path of
"survival of the fittest" (at least as
defined in terms of economic efficiency), we will likely discover that
it is not just low-quality private universities that find
themselves
threatened, but our entire structure
of
private
higher
education.
Changes in the tax laws would not
immediately imperil most private
colleges, but they would require of
them either reductions in quality or
further escalation of tuition rates,
both of which would make it even
more difficult than it is now for
them to compete with the public
system.
No one would deny for a minute
that Valparaiso University will only
deserve to survive if it can justify itself in terms of academic excellence. But the sad truth for private
colleges and universities today is
that without a little help from their
friends (including those who make
public policy), excellence may not
be enough.
Cl
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IN LUCE TUA
Comment on Contemporary Affairs by the Editor

A New Task for Christian Ethics
Christian leaders complain frequently of the
phenomenon of the "Sunday Christian"-the church
member who regularly participates in worship but who
makes little apparent connection between what he
proclaims and has proclaimed to him on Sunday
morning and what he makes of his life during the rest
of the week. That the phenomenon exists no one
doubts. What is less often recognized, however, is that
the responsibility for this unacceptable distinction between worship and life lies at least as much with Christian preachers and teachers as with those to whom the
preaching and teaching are addressed.
This issue came immediately to mind as we browsed
through Dan P. McAdams' impressive new book,
Power, Intimacy, and the Life Story (Homewood, IL: Dorsey Press, 1985), in particular where McAdams makes
reference to Freud's observation that maturity in
adulthood comes down to Lieben und Arbeiten, a life of
productive love and work. That observation makes obvious empirical and moral sense, but it is disturbing to
reflect on how infrequently Christian ethicists manage
to address it with honesty and clarity.
The problem is one of disproportion. Preachers typically have everything to say of lieben, nothing of arbeiten. The Church speaks regularly and eloquently to
our private obligations and opportunities. It tells us
that we are to love one another and to sacrifice self to
others. But in its preoccupation with our private occasions and personal relationships, it often has nothing
to say of our public selves. The problem with the
Church's treatment of Christian ethics is that it too
often ignores the reality of our lives in the public
arena.
But that does not get the matter quite right. The
Church's concern with Christian ethics is not exclusively private. It indeed often leaps from the purely
personal and private to the political and public; the
mainstream churches display extensive concern with
matters of social justice. It is in fact often remarked,
and not without merit, that Christian churches today
concentrate greater energy on issues of political morality than of personal piety.
What does get lost sight of in all this is the vast middle ground of our ethical existence. Between our private passions and sorrows, of whose importance none
of us needs persuasion, and our political commit4

ments, which for a minority of us have come to claim
the place religious fervor once occupied, lies the extensive and seldom-regarded world of work and vocation. It is odd that the Church should have so little to
say to Christians of a part of life that for most of us
is so significant. Some, it is true, do not have work,
and for others work is only a necessary drudgery, but
for most of us work is an essential part of our lives
and identity. Much of what we are is caught up in the
work that we do, and the Church can only hope to
speak meaningfully to us as ethical agents as it learns
to relate our work lives to our moral duties and possibilities.
Yet on those relatively rare occasions when the
Church does turn its attention to the world of work,
it typically does so in negative and suspicious terms.
Rather than affirm the creative and productive opportunities of vocation, it is more likely to warn its members of the temptations of ambition, pride, and material success. One gets the strong impression that Christian moralists are instinctively uncomfortable with
achievement and accomplishment, that their understandable concern over spiritual pride leaves them illequipped to deal in a positive way with the strivings
and assertions that are an inescapable part of most
people's working lives. Christian lay people are often
left with the impression that the Church blesses failure
and that those who succeed on the world's terms have
somehow rightly incurred a burden of guilt.
It is necessary that preachers and teachers remind
us that our worth as individuals is truly a gracious gift
and that it does not depend on what we have
achieved. Yet surely the Church can manage continually to insist on that without leaving the impression, as
it so often does, that the Christian message is a kind
of psychological prop for those who cannot handle life
very well and that it has not much to say-and that
only of a negative sort-to those who lead productive
and accomplished lives.
The Christian ethic is necessarily counter-cultural
when it addresses matters of ultimate worth and
meaning, and it offers precious consolation for the
moments of failure and inadequacy that life visits on
all of us. But unless the Church learns to speak positively and relevantly to our experience in vocation, it
will continue to invite among Christians an unhealthy
separation between the faith we proclaim and the way
we actually live.
Cl
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Mark R. Schwehn

ACADEMICS AS A VOCATION-II
Tradition and the Individual Professor

During my second year in graduate school at Stanford University, a disconsolate first- year graduate student explained her mood to me by telling the following story. She had come to Stanford, she said, because
she was interested in studying women's history, and
the Stanford history department seemed to her to be
especially strong in that field. Three faculty members
in particular had attracted her to Stanford. When she
arrived on campus, however, she found that one of
these three had left Stanford for a position at another
university. Another had departed for Oxford where
he was to be a visiting professor for a year, after which
time he would spend another year away from Stanford
on a Guggenheim Fellowship. The third faculty
member would fortunately be on leave for only one
year. This story and others like it led still another
graduate student to quip, "Yes indeed, Stanford is the
perfect correspondence school in reverse ; all of the
students are here, but none of the faculty are."
Graduate students, a notoriously fretful lot, are apt
to exaggerate. Nevertheless, this woman 's story is significant, not for what it says about Stanford (the
woman would have had similar experiences at many
other graduate schools), nor for what it might seem to
suggest about the shortcomings of graduate education
(if graduate students are not largely self-directed and
hence fully capable of teaching themselves, they will
and probably should drop out of graduate school), but
for what it reveals · about the process by which
graduate students are socialized into their vocations as
academics. Academics, aspirants learn, spend a good
deal of time applying for grants, cajoling administrators, and otherwise preparing for their next leave
of absence. An academic's deepest loyalties are not to
the students, the curricular programs, or the col-

leagues at the college where he is teaching but to the
distant, impersonal, and highly specialized group that
constitutes his profession. The Stanfords, Yales,
Berkeleys, Michigans, and North Carolinas are not regarded primarily by most of their citizens as genuine
communities bound together by ties of affection and
tradition. They are instead considered as powerful resource centers, complete with great libraries,
laboratories, and museums, together with a stunning
array of stimulating but transient minds who separately advance themselves and their specialties with
unflagging diligence. Within such a system, the primary, indeed the only, form of significant communication is the specialized monograph. Such are the lessons
of graduate education.
Judging from recent reports, these lessons have
been taught and learned very well indeed. A committee of the Association of American Colleges characterizes contemporary academics in the following terms:
"Adept at looking out for themselves--departmental
staffing, student enrollments, courses reflecting narrow scholarly interests, attendance at professional
meetings-professors unquestionably offer in their
courses exquisite examples of specialized learning." 1
The AAC committee report does not proceed, as it
might have, to cite this characterization of college
teachers as a cause for celebrating the triumph of
graduate education in America. The report instead
proceeds to fault graduate schools for creating a body
of facu lty who cannot speak and think about, much
less take responsibility for, a coherent curriculum for
the Bachelor of Arts degree. Indeed, the AAC committee report concludes that Ph.D.'s from schools like
Stanford, precisely because they have been so completely socialized into the modern version of the
academic vocation, have created a situation such that
the B.A. degree has become meaningless.

Mark R. Schwehn is Associate Professor of Humanities in
Christ College at Valparaiso University and a regular contributor to The Cresset.

1
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The full text of the AAC committee report, entitled Integrity in
the College Curriculum: A Report to the Academic Community, is
printed in The Chronicle of Higher Education, XXIX (February 13,
1985), 13ff.

5

,...---- - - - - -- -- - - - -

- -

-

T he AAC report underestimates the gravity of the
problems it addresses. In the first installment of this
present, two-part essay (The Cresset, April, 1985), I
suggested that most academics lack a clear sense of
academic vocation and that, insofar as they have a
sense of vocation, they do what they take to be "their
own work" (misconceived simply as publishing) with a
bad conscience. Though I tried to argue that publishing (meaning original scholarly work placed in the
leading journals of one's discipline) should be understood as only one of several valid forms of academic
public-ation (the process of making the best of one's
own thoughts available for public inspection), I conceded that there remained at least one formidable and
perhaps decisive objection to my argument. That objection was most powerfully articulated by Max Weber
in his 1918 address entitled Wissenschaft als Beruf, and
I closed my earlier installment by promising to attend
more closely to Weber's address and to examine critically some of his assumptions along some lines
suggested by J aroslav Pelikan's 1983 Jefferson Lecture
entitled The Vindication of Tradition. I turn now to those
two tasks.
II

If Max Weber is correct about the academic vocation, our present vocational dilemma is much more
acute and its roots are much deeper than reformist
proposals such as the AAC report would suggest. According to Weber, we have no calling for academics, if
we are not wholly devoted to the task of creating and
publishing specialized works of the highest scholarly
quality. 2 Our own work as academics just is publishing,
and those of us who have not published and who are
not currently planning to publish should therefore be
working with a bad conscience. At best we are failing
within our vocations; at worst we really have no calling
for academics, and we shou ld therefore resign at once.
Weber elucidates his rather stringent conception of
the academic vocation first by locating it within what
he takes to be the character of the modern world and
then by connecting it to the character of academic
knowledge. "The fate of our times," he writes, "is
characterized by rationalization and intellectualization
2

Max Weber, "Science as a Vocation ," in H. H. Gerth and C.
Wright Mills (trans. and eds.), From Max Weber: Essays in Sociology (Oxford University Press: New York, 1977), 129-156. Gerth
and Mills have translated wissenschaft as "science." Because "science" in the U.S. context is often understood to mean simply
"natural science," and since the German word has a much wider
range of reference, I have translated wissenschaft as "academics."
Weber was speaking about and he referred to all of the
academic disciplines in his 1918 address. The reference here is
to page 135.
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and, above all , by the 'disenchantment of the world.'
Precisely the ultimate and most sublime values have
retreated from public life either into the transcendental realm of mystic life or into the brotherliness of direct and personal human relations." 3 Academic life is
both the result and a cause of this ever-accelerating
process of disenchantment that has been going on for
thousands of years.

According to Max Weber, professors
have no calling for academics if they
are not wholly devoted to the task of
creating and publishing specialized
works of high scholarly quality.
In practical terms this process of intellectualization
means that we can "in principle master all things by
calculation."4 The end of academic life is then nothing
less than mastery of the world. In order to secure such
mastery, academics must work to extend the frontiers
of learning within their own separate specialties. Indeed, "academic work is chained to the course of
progress."5 Academics cannot work without at the
same time hoping that their own work will be surpassed ad infinitum. Publishing thus has no meaning apart
from the larger process of intellectualization that it
furthers, and this process gives to the academic vocation the only meaning that it can sensibly have in the
modern world.
Under

modern

conditions

of

disenchantment,

academic life can no longer be understood as "the way
to true being, the way to true art, the way to true nature, the way to true God, or the way to true happiness."6 The character of academic rationality, is, for
Weber, purely instrumental, and the character of
academic knowledge is purely hypothetical and conditional. Thus, for example, the natural scientist teaches
us what we must do if we wish to master life technically, but he cannot and hence should not consider the
question of whether it ultimately makes sense to do so.
The professor of jurisprudence teaches us which legal
rule or procedure is best for attaining a given purpose, but he cannot and should not consider whether
there should be such purposes and procedures. The
historical and cultural sciences teach us to understand
and interpret literary and social phenomena, but they
3

/bid. , 155.

4

/bid., 139.

5

/bid. , 137.
/bid., 143.
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dare not ask whether any given phenomenon is worthwhile. In sum, the academician may clarify values, but
he dare not promulgate them within the walls of
academe. He may teach you that if you believe x you
must believe y, and that if you want a given end you
must also want certain inevitable means to it. But he
may never engage ultimate questions of meaning without violating his vocation.
Indeed, Weber insists that questions of ultimate
meaning and value must not be examined within the
academy. If the kind of reasoning proper to all of the
academic disciplines is unitary in character, and if the
character of that reasoning is purely instrumental,
then academics have no method for weighing matters
of ultimate concern. In addition , and more importantly, "Academic pleading [about ultimate questions]
is meaningless in principle because the various value
spheres of the world stand in irreconcilable conflict
with each other." 7 Weber thus links the doctrine of instrumental rationality to the doctrine of moral and religious relativism. Each one of these teachings warrants
the other one, and both of them together condition
the academic vocation. Academics may not qua
academics examine ultimate questions, because there
can be no academic justification for any answer that
they might give to such questions.

III
Before turning to a critical examination of Weber's
views, I should like to make two preliminary observations, the first one about the occasion for Weber's address, the second one about the historical relevance of
Weber to American higher education. Weber defined
the academic vocation in such stringent and uncompromising terms in part because he was opposing a
very dangerous tendency within his own culture. German students were demanding that their teachers
should become seers and prophets, asking professors
to assume roles that they could not responsibly perform. Students were also seeking to forego the rigors
of disciplined learning and to pursue instead a cult of
immediate experience. In refusing the role of prophet,
and in defending methodical intellectual procedures,
Weber was reaffirming what he took to be the great
legacy of the Enlightenment against the perilous irrationality of his contemporaries. This was, in my judgment, a worthy, even a noble, undertaking. Moreover,
Weber was deeply ambivalent about the disenchantment that had become, according to his own brilliant
analysis, the fate of the West. He affirmed the value
of academics "from precisely the standpoint that hates
7

/bid. , 147.
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intellectualism as the worst devil, as youth does today,
or usually only fancies it does." 8 Understanding
Weber's ambivalence toward Western rationality has
been and will continue to be a vexing task for Weber's
biographers. I have noted it here in order to be fair
to the Weber whom I respect so deeply.
The relevance of Weber's 1918 address to the present academic experience in the United States is
everywhere apparent, but it is nonetheless very difficult to explain. Weber began Wissenschaft als Beruf by
stressing the differences between the social and material
conditions of higher learning in the United States and
Germany . And indeed the founders of the modern research university in this country consistently discovered that German models, however attractive they
seemed in theory, were not readily adaptable in practice. From the 1860s through World War One and
beyond, leading educators in this country stressed the
importance of good teaching as a way of transmitting
a tradition of liberal learning as much as they celebrated the importance of specialized, original, and
published research. 9 Nevertheless, since World War
Two, terms that Weber had used in 1918 to characterize and justify the academic vocation-specialization, intellectualization, relativism, and instrumental
rationality-have become increasingly applicable to research universities everywhere. Accelerating intellectualization, Weber insisted, is the fate of the Western
world, not merely the German world. The academic
experience of the United States seems to have proven
him correct. In any event, a Weberian sense of
academic vocation now manifests itself everywhere.
It pervades even church-related liberal arts colleges
and church-related universities. After World War
Two, the social and material conditions of higher
learning in the United States led more slowly but just
as inexorably to a Weberian sense of vocation at these
schools as at graduate institutions. The Ph.D. glut of
the Sixties and Seventies made it possible for all
schools to staff themselves with faculty who had by
that time been fully socialized into the Weberian ethos.

8
9

/bid., 152.
Hugh Hawkins) "University Identity: The Teaching and Research Functions," in Alexandra Oleson and John Voss (eds.),
The Organization of Knowledge in America, 1860-1920 (The Johns
Hopkins University Press: Baltimore and London, 1979), 285289. This important article provides an excellent account of the
earliest efforts to distinguish, in both practical and theoretical
terms, between teaching and original research. For two extensive studies of the German influence upon the development of
research universities in the United States, see Laurence R. Veysey, The Emergence of the American University (University of
Chicago Press: Chicago and London, 1974), esp. 121-179, and
Richard Hofstadter and Walter P. Metzger, The Development of
Academic Freedom in the United States (Random House: New York,
1955), 367-402.
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And many liberal arts colleges, longing for higher
academic status and greater national prominence,
began for the first time during this period to expect
their faculties to publish regularly. We therefore have
before us the findings of the AAC committee indicating that colleges of all shapes and sizes seem unable to
design and maintain a coherent curriculum for the
B.A. degree. We therefore also have a number of puzzled administrators at church-related schools who
worry about the loss of "the distinctive character" of
their institutions without fuly comprehending the fact
that they themselves have often inadvertently helped
to foster a strictly Weberian vocational ethos on their
own campuses.
IV

Can Christian colleges and universities resist the
process of intellectualization in their own midsts without at the same time retreating into anti-intellectualism
or religious authoritarianism? If these institutions fail
to resist total intellectualization of the sort that Weber
describes, they will soon cease to be Christian in any
intelligible sense of the word. If, on the other hand,
they fail to maintain their commitments to free and
open inquiry, they will soon cease to be universities
and colleges. The task that such institutions face is
therefore as risky as it is urgent and essential.
The effort to resist total intellectualization might
well begin with a studied and open critique of Weber's
concept of the academic vocation. And that critique
might well begin in turn with a denial of the claim that
we can "in principle master all things by calculation."
Christians know, by virtue of who they are and especially by virtue of the Biblical stories that both form
and inform them, that this guiding assumption of intellectualization is false. Indeed , Christians believe that
the fallen state of humanity stems from the repeated
efforts of human creatures to usurp the place of the
Creator (Genesis 3). Christian universities should
therefore refuse to countenance practices that justify
themselves by promising ultimate domination of the
world through the exercise of human reason. They
should instead remind themselves and the world that
all such schemes are diabolical.
Weber himself thought of intellectualism as "the
worst devil ," but he believed that such an understanding should emerge as the result of academic study. He
therefore gave his students this strange advice: "'Mind
you, the devil is old; grow old to understand him.'
This does not mean age in the sense of the birth certificate. It means that if one wishes to settle with this
devil, one must not take to flight before him as so
many like to do nowadays. First of all, one has to see

8

the devil's ways to the end in order to realize his
power and his limitations." 10 However shrewd this advice might seem, even to some Christians, it must be
regarded as dangerous counsel today. The Christian
does not need to go to graduate school in order to
learn the devil's ways. And in view of the events of the
twentieth century that occurred after Weber's death in
1920 (we may think here especially of the Holocaust
and Hiroshima), modern humankind simply cannot
survive much more of the kind of learning that Weber
recommends. When the physicist Freeman Dyson said
that the scientists who designed and built the first
atomic bomb had made a kind of "Faustian bargain,"
he was warning the world against further pacts with
the devil. Weber himself might well now agree that we
dare not any longer strive to "see the devil's ways to
the end ."
The Christian school that begins with a sense of the
limits of academic learning will not be tempted to construe the character of academic life as progressing ad
infinitum toward increasing mastery of the world. Indeed, this characterization of academics should remind
the Christian of the story of the tower of Babel :
academics devote themselves entirely to making
monographic bricks that will be superseded by other
bricks and then others and then still others in an everascending structure of knowledge. The Christian university, because of its constitutive convictions about the
limits of human intellectual powers, will replace the
Weberian image of specialized workers constructing a
tower with an image of a community enriching and
thereby extending a conversation. This latter image of
the Christian university calls attention to its traditional
character, as opposed to the anti-traditional character
of the Weberian academy.
What do I mean by the traditional character of the
Christian university? I mean in the first place that the
Christian university can claim a much older and hence
richer heritage than the heritage of the Weberian
academy. For most of Western history , higher learning
has been conjoined in one way or another with
explicitly religious concerns and practices. The modern research university arose, in the U.S., only slightly
more than a century ago, and it has grown since that
time explicitly irreligious. I mean in the second place
something much more fundamental and important.
The Christian university feels obliged or should feel
obliged to maintain a living relationship to its past. It
seeks to think not only about its past but with it as
well. The Weberian academy, by contrast, denies that
one can do both of these things at one and the same
time.
10

Weber, 152.
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At the beginning of his 1983 Jefferson Lecture on
the subject of tradition, Jaroslav Pelikan remarked
upon an irony that he might have explained by referring to Weber. He noted that we are now "better
equipped to deal with tradition than were our scholarly predecessors, although they and their audiences
may have had a better concrete grasp of one or
another of the specific traditions than we do." 11 We
have come to understand tradition at the very moment
that "the home, the community, the school, and the
church have all declined gravely in their ability (or
willingness) to transmit one or another constituent element of the tradition." 12 If my own analysis of Weber
is at all correct, these ironies can be to some extent
explained. Weber argued that in order to understand
tradition we must rationalize it, must make it purely
an object for detached inspection and analysis, and
once we do that it ceases to be tradition for us. Pelikan
has demonstrated, both by argument and by example,
that within the Judeo-Christian tradition, intellectuals
have simultaneously thought about, criticized, and developed the tradition. Yet in spite of demonstrations
like Pelikan's, the Weberians have temporarily prevailed; thus, schools have declined in their willingness
to transmit tradition.

Weber argued that in order to
understand tradition we must
rationalize it, must make it purely
an object for detached inspection and
analysis, and once we do that it
ceases to be tradition for us.

own deep though differing senses of the limits of
reason. In order to cite any one of these thinkers, I
must learn to learn what they are saying, and I must
consider whether what they are saying is true and important. To think about a text and to think with it: this
is conversation. To think only about a text and to claim
that one cannot responsibly think with it as an
academic: this is Weberianism. The Weberian
academic asks only whether what someone says about
what a text means is true or false. The Christian
academic asks this question too, but he may also ask
whether what a given text says about what we are to
do and how we are to live is true or false. Christian
academics may not and probably will not agree about
the answers to these latter questions, but they can and
should agree, against the Weberians, that such questions should be asked and answered within the
academy.

v
What does this cnuque of Weberian academics
imply practically for the Christian university? It implies first of all that the Christian university must require its students to broaden the scope of their inquiries beyond Weberian boundaries. Weberians deny
that theology is an academic discipline; moreover,
since Weberians seek only to train specialists, they are
hard pressed to defend philosophy requirements.
Though it is true that questions of ultimate meaning
and value are addressed and answered within
philosophy departments everywhere, Weberians, since
they doubt that such questions can be answered scientifically, and since they deny that such questions are
essential to training for specialized work, cannot muster any rationale for requiring their students to ad-

Transmitting tradition means, to return now to the
image I proposed earlier, enriching an ongoing conversation between the present and its own past. When,
for example, I earlier cited the story in Genesis 3 as
a warning against the urge toward total human mastery of the world, I was doing more than merely offering an interpretation of the story; I was arguing that
the story is, in a vital and pertinent sense, true. I could
have cited Athens instead of Jerusalem: "Do not seek
to be master in everything," Creon says to Oedipus at
the end of Sophocles' Oedipus Rex. Or I might have
cited Luther, Calvin, Rousseau, Kant, Goethe,
Kierkegaard, and Dostoevsky, all of whom had their
11
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dress them. The Christian university, by contrast, requires its students to ask and answer these questions,
because asking and answering such questions is part of
what it means to be a Christian university.
This state of affairs represents the culmination of an
ironic development in American intellectual history.
The modern research university arose in part as a
reaction against certain Christians and Christian
churches that sought to restrict the scope of university
inquiry, either because they opposed the findings of
certain sciences (Darwinian biology), or because they
believed that the historical interpretation of Biblical
texts would necessarily erode the foundation of the
Christian faith. By now, thoughtful Christians have
learned that constraints upon free inquiry are invariably misguided. Indeed, they have, like Pelikan, come
to see that "none of us can ever again establish some
sort of sanctuary into which the historical-critical study

9

of 'sacred tradition' may not enter." 13 The Weberian
academy served Christians very well in reminding
them of what they should have known all along, of the
dynamic and historical character of the faith of the
Christian community. Perhaps it is now time for Christian universities to return the favor, to call the Weberians' attention to the potentially diabolical, atomistic,
and incoherent character of their educational program.

Authentic tradition fosters
intellectual vitality. Thus teaching,
as a way to enliven tradition, cannot
be inculcation; research cannot be
mere accumulation; and curricular
design cannot be mere administration.
To develop a Christian critique of the Weberian
academy does not imply a retreat into traditionalism.
Pelikan has put it well : "Tradition is the living faith of
the dead , traditionalism is the dead faith of the living."14 The Christian university can agree fully with
Weber about the specialized character of academic
work and about the need for firm and reliable work
procedures. Indeed, as I argued in Part I of this essay,
Christian universities should encourage faculty to publish. Precisely because the Christian university stands
within such a rich tradition , it should foster more
genuine and significant innovation than its Weberian
counterpart. "An authentic and living tradition," Pelikan insists, "points us beyond itself." 15
On the other hand, as I also suggested earlier, the
Christian university should not regard publishing as
the privileged, much less as the only, mark of the responsible exercise of the academic vocation. There are
ways other than ' publishing by which faculty at Christian universities can carry forward and renew their
own tradition. All of these ways, such as teaching, reshaping the curriculum , and lecturing, require research if they are to be done well , and all of them are
disciplined and public means of continuing and
deepening the conversation between past and present
that is the lifeblood of tradition. These activities, along
with publishing, should be practiced with equal diligence, appraised with equal rigor, and , if they are
done well, rewarded with equal generosity.
If, at Christian universities, the conversation that
13
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constitutes tradition should never grow repeuuous, it
should never become complacent either. Moses, Socrates , and Jesus, Pelikan reminds us, were among the
sharpest critics of their own traditions. "Moses
smashed the tablets of the divine law itself in protest
against idolatry; Socrates was executed as an enemy of
the tradition because he believed that 'an unexamined
life is not worth living' and an unexamined tradition
not worth following; and Jesus went to the cross because he would not have any earthly form of the divine (not even, let it be remembered, his own) become
a substitute for the ultimate reality of the living
God. . . . Tradition has the right to vindicate itself by
appropriating much of what its critics say, for it was
said, not only against the tradition but within the tradition, long before." 16 Thus, although rationalization
can lead to mindless routine, authentic tradition fosters intellectual vitality. Therefore teaching, as a way
of enlivening tradition, cannot be inculcation; research
cannot be mere accumulation; and curricular design
cannot be mere administration. Complacency, mediocrity, and traditionalism are just as antagonistic to tradition as rationalization.
Finally, the responsibility for continuing the conversation between the Christian university and its own
heritage is a communal one, not a departmental one.
I have written here from the vantage point of the social sciences and the humanities, not because these are
the most important parts of a university education, but
because they are the only parts that I know. I would
nevertheless insist that the natural sciences, as well as
the professional schools whose practical ends include
health, the achievement of justice through law, and
the management of the technological and economic
realms of life, must be actively involved in the conversation that is vital to the life of tradition. One of the
most important implications of my argument against
Weber is that the faculty at Christian universities owe
at least as much of their expertise and their publications to one another as they do to their professional
associations. This applies as much to professors of business and law as it does to professors of history and literature.
What then is the academic vocation? I can think of
no better way to answer this question than to quote
Pelikan quoting Goethe:
What you have as a heritage,
Take now as task;
For thus you will make it your own !

To make the tradition our own in order to keep it
alive for our students: this is the academic vocation. Cl
16

/bid., 57-58.

The Cresset

Albert R. Trost

THE CIA RECONSIDERED
Why Covert Activities Are Sometimes Necessary

The Central Intelligence Agency is not a popular institution. The outcry over involvement with the "contras" in Nicaragua is only the most current manifestation of this . The CIA may be slightly more popular
than it was in the mid-1970s, since I probably would
not have dared to write this article then, fearing the
remonstrances of friends. By definition the CIA only
gets negative press. It gets our attention when it exceeds the limits of its authority and someone who
knows about it, typically a disenchanted employee, tells
us so. Officially, the CIA cannot tell us what it does,
good or bad. As we know, "the Central Intelligence
Agency does not confirm or deny published reports,
whether true, false , favorable , or unfavorable to the
Agency or its personnel. The CIA does not publicly
discuss its organization, its budget, or its personnel."
The above is the stated public relations and press policy of the Agency.
If the older among the readers of this article think
that news about the CIA is a recent phenomenon, they
are right. The United States did not really have an organization like the CIA until the Second World War.
The war-time organization, the Office of Strategic Services (OSS), had an almost heroic image helping in the
fight against fascism. However, we heard little about it
until it was disbanded . Its successor, the CIA, was
created in 1947 by the National Security Act, a law
which pretty much defined our entire present-day national security apparatus, including the Department of
Defense.
Even then, we still did not hear much about the
Central Intelligence Agency. It was not until the mid1960s when a few cautious books began to appear that
it came strongly to our attention. Since that time the
Agency has frequently been the object of public
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scrutiny.
There are times when it almost fades from sight, but
at other times, as in the late 1960s in Vietnam, the
mid-1970s in the Watergate scandal and domestic spying incidents, and most recently in Central America
the initials "CIA" are before us daily in the news.
These latter times have in common a tactical mistake,
some clear exceeding of CIA authority, and someone
on the inside "blowing the whistle." Negative imagebuilding has become the full-time occupation of some
former "insiders" like Philip Agee. In the Third World
and the Socialist bloc negative comments about the
CIA are even more plentiful, sometimes when it is not
even around; it has become a generalized symbol of
American intervention in other countries. Since the
CIA is not going to rise publicly to its own defense,
can anything be said on its behalf?
Critics wonder whether we even need the Agency
since, with the exception of an occasional spy or dabbling in military field intelligence, we got along without anything like it until the Second World War. Yet
there can be no doubt that the United States requires
good intelligence information. We could get along
without it in the past only because we were not much
involved with the world beyond our borders. Where
we did get involved, such as in our own hemisphere,
our involvement was so one-sided and heavy-handed
that intelligence was not considered necessary. We
were not a major participant in Europe, where we
would have met more of our military match and been
under more threat. The Europeans developed intelligence bureaucracies before us. It was not until the rise
of fascism and then Marxism-Leninism that Americans
began to perceive the dedication and orgal).ization that
enemy powers could possess. In this as in many other
ways, the Second World War was a watershed for
changing the American role in the world.
The expanded involvement of the United States in
the world, the perception of a dangerous and dedicated enemy in the Soviet Union, and the responsibilities of the United States as a nuclear power made
11

good intelligence essential. We certainly would not
want to bring to bear the weight of our awesome military arsenal on the basis of bad or incomplete information about the intentions of some other nation.
Of course, we get good information from sources
other than the CIA on some nations and some developments. This intelligence comes, as it always has,
from diplomats stationed abroad and from scholarly
articles by academic experts on the various regions of
the world. In addition, modern technology has made
possible aerial reconnaissance, spy satellites, and longdistance electronic eavesdropping. While not as passive
and non-controversial as diplomats and scholars collecting intelligence, these new technologies and the
bureaucracies that operate them have managed to remain relatively anonymous. The National Security
Agency, the Defense Intelligence Agency, the Bureau
of Intelligence and Research of the Department of
State, and the National Reconnaissance Office do not
conjure up the same negative associations as does the
CIA. It is a testimony to their success, in fact, that they
do not conjure up any image at all for most Americans.
The very fact that there now are so many intelligence-collection agencies in place and such an overwhelming amount of raw information available means
that other functions are required: coordinating the
collection, digesting the information, and presenting it
to policy-makers. These are the functions specifically
named and given to the Central Intelligence Agency
by the National Security Act of 194 7. It is not primarily in the performance of these functions, it should be
noted, that the CIA has gotten itself into trouble.
There is still another kind of information that may
not be available through these other means of collection. Typically, this remaining category is information
that is hidden intentionally, most often by a hostile
power. Gathering it requires one of the oldest-known
(and usually illegal) means of collection. We are speaking, of course, of clandestine collection, or espionage.
The United States, along with most other nation-states,
has always engaged in this activity. In our case, our
needs were only sporadic before the Second World
War and they were met in an ad hoc way.
Since it is not conventional to be open about espionage, the topic is not mentioned in the National Security Act of 1947. It was, however, placed in the CIA
under an open-ended clause of the Act which said that
the Agency could "perform such other functions and
duties related to intelligence affecting the national security, as the National Security Council [part of the
Executive Office of the President] may from time to
time direct." Except for the targets of the espionage,
such as KGB activity in the United States, even this activity does not raise extensive objection. Unless it is
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done ineptly, classic espionage does not get the CIA
into significant domestic trouble.
But that same open-ended clause covered, it turned
out, yet another kind of activity. It is not clear that this
was the intention of the drafters of the National Security Act, or of the first President to try and oversee
the CIA, Harry Truman. This additional activity has
become known as covert action. The very name implies
something more than the "passive" collection of information . It connotes acting, acting to influence the
course of another political system. Since in our present
world no political system wants to concede the validity
of having its internal affairs affected by a foreign
power, the influence attempt must be covert, or clandestine.
Nations used to try to influence one another by diplomacy, economic sanctions, or military action. Diplomacy and economic pressure continue, of course, but
military action is now a less acceptable vehicle for influence than formerly because of the danger of escalation of the conflict, and because of the strong norms
operating in the international system to protect the inviolability of national borders. Since high-intensity violence is out, a lower-intensity influence attempt becomes more important. We are talking here about
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guerrilla warfare, terrorism, subversion, support for
strikes and political demonstrations, and the manipulation of news. There are units of the American armed
forces that have expertise for guerrilla warfare, and at
the other end of the scale, the Department of State
and the United States 'Information Agency have some
responsibilities for propaganda. Prior to the CIA, however, there was no existing bureaucracy to cover a
broad range of covert activities. It was the logical candidate for such activity because it was already there
collecting information, it had important contacts, and
it had an open-ended charter.
Its covert action first intruded into American public
consciousness over its involvement in the overthrow of
a left-wing government in Guatemala in 1954. Even
this took considerable time to filter into the public domain. As we all know, there have been many other
cases since. Some were out of public view when they
occurred; others became known almost immediately.
Whenever they became known, they were largely disapproved of by American public opinion.
There are three critical questions that need to be
asked to make proper judgments about the CIA's
covert activities. Should the United States be involved
in any attempts to influence directly another political
system? If the validity of intervention is admitted, is
the Central Intelligence Agency the bureaucracy that
should be responsible for it? Finally, are there meaningful limits that can or should be set on covert influence attempts?
To satisfactorily answer these questions with due attention to moral and political concerns would require
much more space than I have available. I would, however, like to suggest a few propositions. The United
States already intervenes in many other nations directly by our economic policies. Terms for a loan, or
the terms of trade, could hardly be more direct in
their effects on foreign governments. Low-intensity involvement of various kinds is preferable to military invasion, if it accomplishes the goal desired. This judgment rests simply on measurement of costs in human
lives and property. This would seem to leave room for
certain covert activities.
As regards the suitability of the Central Intelligence
Agency for performing the function of covert action,
at the present time there is no alternative agency. It
is certainly a function which should not be dispersed
any more than it is. Given the need for secrecy in operation, control and responsibility are already hard
enough to maintain. The Director of Central Intelligence could hardly be closer to the President, both in
the physical and the organizational sense.
The explicit limits on the Agency's activities and the
checks and Congressional oversight are better than
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they have been since the 1960s. The frequency of revelation about misuse and misdeed is testimony to the
effectiveness of the checks and oversight if not to the
secrecy with which such an agency operates. The approval of the President for covert action is now required, and the plans must be submitted to the Congressional oversight committees. The President's directive of last year forbidding political assassinations is absolutely critical. While the United States must consider
national security interests the same as any other nation, we claim a certain code of morality for ourselves.
Behavior outside of this code must be explicitly banned. If we do not do this, we have no grounds for
condemning the actions of others.
The key question is whether we should intervene in
the affairs of other nations at all. If the ideal of selfdetermination of peoples and juridical equality of all
nations was universally upheld, the answer would
clearly be no. However, this is not the international
system under which the world is presently operating.
The dominating principle of international politics is
still one of national self-interest, and the behavior of
nation-states follows from that principle. Dismantling
the CIA is not going to change the international system. It will only put us at a serious disadvantage. Cl

Media: Eleuthera ("Freedom"),
Bahamas, March 1984
Finned, masked, body bright white as a bone
under water, traced with tricks of waves' edges,
I have left land to shift into new gear. It is
like flying-weightless, floating. Thighs slick
as a seal's sides, I fluke through colored schools
of scales that turn at a flick, glint past my
foreign cheek. Oh, I can hang motionless
in the caves of light, clear as air. My hands,
down-branched like sea-stalks, touch at a coral
tree's rasp and the green weed's slip and frill.
Having swum like a gull I long now to crease
the sea's skin, to break water, to rise-airborneto fly, to glide easy as a fish, to clothe bird
bones, angles of arms flat as planes, plucked high,
dripping, by the lift of feathers, the balance
of beak and body, the up-trusting eye-Oh,
to be at home in the sea, and as clean
and careless, there in the deepening sky!

Luci Shaw
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John Steven Paul

ACTORS
Guides to the Imaginative Realm

As I write this, it's nearing the end of March, that
time of year when the attention of great numbers of
Americans focuses on a series of envelopes which,
when opened, reveal information of true fiscal significance. So, on a certain spring night, Americans wait
for someone at a desk in a far away city to call for "the
envelope, please." That envelope contains the name,
for instance, of the actor who gave the best performance in a supporting role, or the actress who gave
the best performance in a leading role. Last year, 50
per cent of Americans who had their television sets
turned on watched the Academy Awards presentation.
For Hollywood, the Academy Award ritual is practiced
because it provides ;:~. guaranteed boost to the
economic health of the industry. But what is it about
actors and acting that draws the attention of so many
to a protracted awards show? Just what is it about actors?
For the past two semesters I have been leading a
freshman seminar at our university designed to
explore that question. The seminar has the simple
title, "Actors," and in it we have been studying and
talking about actors: the nature of the acting profession, the role of the actor in society, and the source of
that profoundly mysterious personal magnetism that
has been the mark of the actor since the time of Roscius.
At Valparaiso University, the freshman seminar is
born of an instructor's enthusiastic interest in a subject
that is in the general area of his competence, but also
one that he finds so compelling that it has led him into
new areas of creative thought, scholarship, and pedagogy. Until recently, my personal interest in actors has
had two aspects. First, as actors are the sine qua non of

John Steven Paul, who teaches in the Department of Speech
and Drama at Valparaiso University, will spend the summer
as Guest Director at the Virginia Shakespeare Festival, Williamsburg, Va .
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the theatre event, they have been central to my professional study of the theatre. Second, as a member of
the larger American film audience, I have been an uncritical fan of certain actors. As far as I am concerned,
Jack Nicholson and Harrison Ford can do no wrong.
But it has been my opportunity to combine the motives of theatre critic and movie fan in following the
career of one actor in particular, John Malkovich,
which has transformed my heretofore unfocused interest in actors into one of such fecundity that it has
produced a freshman seminar topic.
John Malkovich has recently attained national celebrity for his performances in The Killing Fields (he was
the free-lance photographer) and Places in the Heart
(he was Mr. Will, the blind boarder in the house of
Sally Field's character), for which he received an
Academy Award nomination for best actor in a supporting role. Places in the Heart was Malkovich's first
film . Prior to that, he had done most of his acting in
Chicago, where he was a founding member of the
Steppenwolf Theatre Company and its acting ensemble. Permit me the minor presumption of saying that
I discovered John Malkovich. There were others, of
course, who ventured to the corner of Belmont and
Broadway to the Steppenwolfs first Chicago home
(they were founded in Highland Park) at the Jane Addams Community Center. But relatively few others,
compared to the millions now seeing him in the
movies.
II

The first time I saw Malkovich was on the stage of
the Apollo Theatre in Chicago. He played a hit-man
in a remarkable production of Lanford Wilson's
naturalistic drama of street life in Manhattan, Balm in
Gilead. The feeling that dominates my recollection of
that production is threat. In fact, I had rarely sensed
threat so strongly in the theatre. The stage environment-an all-night cafe and the street outside-hugged the audience to itself and dangerously close to its
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desperate patrons: pimps, prostitutes, pushers, junkies,
transvestites, hustlers, and con-artists.
Anything might have happened; the situation was
unpredictable, volatile. Malkovich played a "Stranger,"
whose only action is to spring suddenly and execute a
pusher who has been slow to pay his bills. His weapon
is a four-inch long cattle syringe, an ugly and deadly
implement that might have been a symbol for the grim
and violent world on the stage. This was a slice of reality that the audience had probably never confronted
before: it was frightening and thrilling, like a scary
ride at a carnival. Malkovich's role was small, but he
had also directed the Steppenwolf Theatre Company
in the play.
For its audiences the Steppenwolf Theatre Company
had been quite a discovery in itself. Founded in 1976
by a group of young actors who had met as students
at Illinois State University, Steppenwolf had begun , by
1981, to emerge as Chicago's artistically preeminent
"off-Loop" theatre. Committed to a permanent ensemble plan of organization, Steppenwolf had the audacity
to invoke the names and achievements of the Moscow
Art Theatre, the Royal Shakespeare Company, and
the Group Theatre as its models. "At the heart of
their achievement," read a program note, "lies a longterm commitment to a collective approach to dramatic
art." These actors were committed to the ideas of ensemble, of continuity, of personal sacrifice for the sake
of the theatre art. In other words, they made very little money individually, but collectively they were creating theatre that was worth the trip into Chicago.
The theatre space at the Jane Addams Community
Center was tiny-it may have seated 150 people. The
actor-audience relationships ranged from ones that
put the audience within about three feet of the actors
to ones reminiscent of an operating theatre, where the
audience sits above the stage and looks down into the
space.
When sitting close to that Steppenwolf stage, a spectator felt surrounded by the theatrical environment.
The company was consistently able to make me feel
that I had taken up temporary residence in a strange
place, a place in which I felt alien, but by which I was
fascinated. The intimacy of the actor-audience arrangement and the intensity of the actors sustained
the audience in a high level of self-consciousness
throughout a Steppenwolf production. There seemed
to be a genuine need to be alert to the possibility of
unexpected developments. Removing oneself to the
gallery level was more like watching the travelogue
than participating in the safari, but the reality of those
strange, new places remained compelling and always a
bit frightening.
On several occasions, I took the opportunity of viewMay, 1985

ing a John Malkovich performance from both the
floor and the gallery at the Jane Addams Theatre. Up
close, one is struck most by his head. 1 It is notably
large, and Malkovich's sharp-cornered hairline and
square jaw accentuate its blocky shape. The eyes and
the mouth are small, almost too small to vent the
thought and emotion boiling inside the head. This
seemed particularly the case in Of Mice and Men, in
which Malkovich played Lenny, John Steinbeck's mentally slow and physically massive itinerant farmhand.
Inside Lenny's head is a torrent of emotional need
that he is unable to express in language. Malkovich's
Lenny was a quiet, not even ominous, but almost
placid character. Blocked at the mouth, the emotional
energy generated inside Lenny's head has got to go
somewhere. And so, like the water in the Salinas
River, it flows into the muscles of those formidable
arms where it is unmanageable and unpredictable.
Lenny crushes things-mice, rabbits, kittens, women's
bodies--quietly, inadvertently.

The Steppenwolf Theatre Company was
consistently able to make me feel
that I had taken up temporary
residence in a place that I found
strange, alien-and fascinating.
Malkovich has played a series of tongue-tied types.
In an unsatisfying production of A Streetcar Named Desire at Chicago's Wisdom Bridge Theatre, he played
the simple, inarticulate Mitch, whose impacted love
and hatred for Blanche Dubois abscess into violence
after several futile attempts to express them. And, to
Dustin Hoffman's Willy Loman, Malkovich opposed
the taciturn Biff, the man-boy who struggles throughout Death of a Salesman to say simply "I love you" to
his desperate father. Biff repeatedly retreats from situations he cannot assess or explain . While waiting in the
office of his former employer and bound up by his inexpressible frustration, Biff steals the man's fountain
pen and runs from the room. Another time he is overcome by mingled pity, guilt, and hatred for Willy and
leaves him alone and babbling in a restaurant.
If it's possible for a thirty-year-old actor to have a
signature role, Malkovich's would have to be that of
Lee in Sam Shepard's True West. Lee is the mysterious
desert mongrel who turns up one day at his mother's
1

For a stunning picture of John Malkovich accompanying a
somewhat gossipy biography, see "John Malkovich Doesn't Live
Here Anymore," in Esquire (October, 1984), pp. 154-160.
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Los Angeles house where his brother Austin has come
to work on a screenplay. The production originated at
the Steppenwolfs home in Chicago and moved to New
York, where Gary Sinise played Austin. The play was
later filmed for Public Broadcasting's American Playhouse series. Austin, like Steinbeck's George and Miller's Happy Loman, is the fluent half of the fraternal
pair.
Austin, who is in the language business, making
dialogue meant to be spoken on the screen, is a practiced speaker. Lee, whose powers of expression
seemed to have atrophied during his extended solitary
stay on the desert, speaks in explosive monosyllabic
phrases. His envy of his brother's position and
achievements becomes focused on Austin's facility with
words. By the end of the play he has destroyed his
brother's typewriter. The American Playhouse film of
True West has documented the Malkovich style, at least
at this stage of his career. Long cuts of Malkovich's
dynamic face allow us to trace the development of an
idea or a feeling from its origin to the point where it
ought to pour forth in a speech. Damned up there,
the energy finds an alternate outlet in a startling physical movement.
That's one physical image of John Malkovich on
stage. This is the head that you will remember from
Places in the Heart, in which Malkovich plays a blind
man. That large, blond head held still by the muscles
of the broad neck; the mouth a tightly drawn horizontal line sealing inside the passion that is so clearly visible through the eyes. The head, suspended in and
suspending time with a breathstopping concentration,
drawing focus to itself and holding it with the power
of a close-up camera shot for more moments than a
film editor would ever allow. And then in another, absolutely unpredicted moment he lunges like a cobra.
From further away, one is struck by Malkovich's
body. It also seems large: large enough for Lee to terrify his brother Austin and wreck his mother's house
in True West, for Lenny to crush Curly's hand and
smother his wife in OJ Mice and Men, for Biff to engulf
Dustin Hoffman's banty-rooster-sized Willy Loman in
an incapacitating bear hug. These are large-boned
roles and, except for Lenny, they require an uncommon agility. Biff, the star football player, was on his
way to the University of Virginia before he discovered
his father in a Boston hotel room with another
woman. There are scenes in Death of a Salesman designed to exhibit Biffs physical talents. Not only could
Malkovich leap to catch a pass, but, as Lee, he displayed lightning reflexes that enabled him to leap
from a dead stop across the width of the stage in a
matter of seconds. This is the body that you will remember from The Killing Fields, in which Malkovich
16

plays AI Rockoff, a freelance photographer who gets
his pictures by dashing around exploding shells and
leaping over dead bodies with the recklessness and
concentration of a halfback.

III
Recklessness and concentration. These are the qualities, it seems to me, that we appreciate, demand, respond to in performers. Those persons who are able
to focus entirely on the action of the moment and
damn the consequences are what we call good actors.
Incidentally, these are the qualities that the greatest
tragedians have invested in their heroes-Oedipus,
Medea, Hamlet, Lear, Lady Macbeth, Hedda Gabler.
So there is an essential correspondence between great
actors and great characters.

Poets in Space
(A proposal, May 19, 1983, from the Task Force
for the Study of Private Citizens on the Shuttle)

The government, when we returned,
Wanted a full report to distribute
From desk to desk. They expected
Adjectives. We waved at a camera,
Shook hands and were separatedDebriefing was like one of those
Artist colonies that guarantee
Silence. We sat in rooms of paper.
By tomorrow, it would be spun gold.
However, no typist materialized,
At least not for me ...
Where the Earth ended, it was dark.
Some of us mentioned caves
And were embarrassed. Some of us
Thought of night and size
And could not speak. Often, those days
When reporters waited outside, I told
Myself stories of digging as far as I could.
In all of them I was eleven; I shoveled
To neck level and expected to reach
The world's core in a matter of hours.

Gary Fincke
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It is perhaps because of actors' recklessness and concentration that great acting performances make the
audience feel that it is in the presence of potential
danger; that sitting in close proximity to the stage during a great performance is, at its best, a frightening experience. Two truths are told about acting. First, the
only thing predictable about an acting performance is
that it is unpredictable. Second, the phenomenon of
an actor acting in direct and immediate contact with
an audience of strangers is one of the few remaining
unbuffered and unmediated experiences available to
civilized human beings. If, when sitting in the theatre,
I am afraid because "anything could happen" and because, even though it's only a play, there is the possibility that I might be forcibly caught up in some real
action or passion which is in process, then I know that
the performance is a good one.
Good acting, then, is threatening. At this point it
must be said, parenthetically, that an acting performance in the theatre and one on film are different
species of the same genus. Both species of performance affect audiences. But because there is never direct and immediate contact between the film actor and
his audience, films can never be unpredictable in the
same way as theatre events. Thus, films can never be
threatening in the same way or at least to the same degree. Films, especially horror or suspense films, may
be directed and edited to be unpredictable, and may
be so, but only once. Once you've seen Psycho, the
jig is up: you know that Janet Leigh is going to get
stabbed in the shower--every time. Of course, certain
film acting performances seem to cross the barriers of
time and space and take on the affective capability of
live performance, just as certain live acting performances seem so physically removed, for any of a
number of reasons, that their affectiveness is negated.
But there is no way that an actor performing in a film
can physically threaten you-he's not here (where you
are) and you are not there (where he is).
If I ended this estimation of actors at this point,
equating actors with threateners, one might well ask
how being in the presence of an actor is any different
from being in the presence of a thug, or why one
should pay all that money to go to the theatre when
he might get the same experience by venturing
blithely into any tough metropolitan neighborhood.
We go to theatres (some of which are in tough metropolitan neighborhoods) to be affected by actors, and
we celebrate those who are consistently able to do so.
Yet we also go to the theatre to be affected by the presentation of stories. These stories, as Aristotle
said, are to be presented not by bards, but by specially
trained and designated members of the community:
actors.
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IV
The French encyclopaedist, Denis Diderot, posited a
central paradox in acting. According to the
eighteenth-century critic, though the actor is expected
to portray true emotion on stage, his technique must
be grounded in pure intellect, unsullied by personal
emotion and devoid of sensibility. Diderot argued that
an actor must remain keenly conscious of his own art
in order to perfect his performance; that he must retain constant control of all his faculties rather than allowing feeling to dominate; that he must remain
"present" at all times, never "losing" himself in the
miasma of his emotions. 2 A host of actors subsequently
discounted Diderot's paradox, insisting that there was
no question of submitting to the dominance of emotion, and that the use of sensibility is a most important
aspect of the actor's technique.
Still, the role of emotion in the acting performance
points to a central issue in modern acting theory . The
issue may be stated as a question: where is the actor
during a performance? Is he in the here-and-now of his
own consciousness? 3 Or, is he in the there of the subconscious of the character as drawn by the playwright?
This is the question to which the famous Russian acting theorist Constatin Stanislavski addressed his researches.4 How does the actor become the character
(there) and be himself (here)? This is yet another
paradox: it is the actor's business to be both there and
here.
David Cole addresses the actor's paradox in The
Theatrical Event, a book whose premise is that the objective of a theatre performance is to present an alternative world, a "structure of imaginative truth." Cole
notes that most of the world's major religions own a
particular story comprised of events that happened "in
those days" (in illo tempore). This story, whether it be
Genesis or the Greek myths, is just such a structure of
imaginative truth that it is the theatre's purpose to
present. "In those days" refers to a time of origins,
"the time of Creation and just after when gods walked
the earth, men visited the sky, and the great ar-

2

Denis Diderot, The Paradox of Acting, trans. by Walter H. Pollack
(New York: Hill and Wang, 1957).

3

In twentieth-century acting theory , Bertolt Brecht represents
one extreme of the spectrum, insisting that the actor remain always at a distance from the character created by the playwright.
See for example, "A Dialogue about Acting," in Brecht on
Theatre, ed. and trans. by John Willett (New York: Hill and
Wang, 1964), pp. 26-28.
4
See Timothy J. Wiles' discussion of Stanislavski's Theatre of Affective Memory in The Theater Event: Modem Theories of Performance (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1980), pp. 1336.
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chetypal events of myth-war in heaven, battles with
monsters, the Quest, the Flood, the Fall-took place. "5
Though the spectators at such a presentation grant
the evanescence of such an imaginative world , they
long for it, because it satisfies their deepest needs for
coherence. The actual world, on the other hand, is
satisfying precisely because, unlike the imaginative
world, it is palpable. But experience demonstrates that
the actual world is disjointed, events occur randomly ,
natural "order" seems irrational. This incoherence
produces considerable anxiety. 6
Citing the Cambridge anthropologists, whose work
established a connection between myth, ritual, and
drama, Cole notes that a primary purpose of religious
ritual is to recall the world that was "in those days" in
the midst of the world of here and now. Together
priest and the assembly carefully rehearse the events
of the illud tempus, the time when gods walked on
earth. The leap from ritual to theatre, however, is a
significant one. For while the priest may lead the
people in recalling and celebrating the time that was,
through prescribed language and movement, it is only
the actor who can present the illud tempus and so make
it present.
"Regularis Concordia," a tenth-century document
from the diocese of Winchester, England written by
Ethelwold, the Bishop, illustrates this leap from ritual
to theatre. Undoubtedly, the reading of the Easter
Gospel of the three Marys visiting the tomb had been
part of the Mass for centuries. But about this time, the
trope or elaboration of that Gospel lesson (and
perhaps others) began to be presented rather than simply read and sung. In an apparent attempt to standardize the practice, Bishop Ethelwold wrote that certain actions should be done "in imitation of the angel
seated in the monument, and of the women coming
with spices to anoint the body of Jesus." 7 Now , instead
of recalling the time when an angel talked to women ,
three brethren were going to imitate, to be the women,
and one brother was going to be the angel who spoke
with them , thus making present the time when divinities conversed with mortals.
One can only speculate as to whether the brother
who played the angel did so convincingly enough to
make the worshippers feel that the visitation to the
5

David Cole, The Theatrical Event (Middletown, Conn .: Wesleyan
University Press, 1975), p. 7.
6
1n 1929, Joseph Wood Krutch saw the disjunction of actual experience and desired order to be the central crisis of the Modern consciousness. See The Modern Temper (New York : Harcourt, Brace and World, 1929), pp. 3-18.
7
"Regularis Concordia of St. Ethelwold ," in Actors on Acting, eds.
Toby Cole and Helen Krich Chinoy (New York: Crown , 1970),
p. 38.
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tomb was happening in their presence. It is doubtful
that these liturgical impersonations were very close to
acting in our sense of the word . Yet even in this simple presentation of the Easter Gospel, the costumed
brothers may have felt themselves traveling to the time
when Jesus walked on the earth, and the audience of
brothers may, with a momentary thrill , have sensed
themselves to be in the presence of immortals.

David Cole's review of anthropological
research demonstrates that the
function of the actor is similar to
that of two figures in primitive
culture: the shaman and the hungan.
"Theatre and theatre alone of human activities provides an opportunity of experiencing imaginative truth
as present truth" writes David Cole, who locates the
source of the theatre's uniqueness in the actor. Cole's
review of anthropological research demonstrates that
the function of the actor is remarkably similar to that
of two significant figures in primitive culture: the shaman and the hungan. The shaman is different from the
priest who looks back upon the illud tempus. He is an
envoy "sent" by his people over to that other world
and that other time when gods walked the earth. 8 By
making the journey himself and by reestablishing the
"primordial situation ," the shaman makes that other
world accessible to the whole of the people. Cole views
part of the actor's task as similar to that of the shaman 's journey over to the land of the gods. 9 The
actor, designated as an envoy of some future audience,
uses his rehearsals to journey on its behalf to the
world of the other.
But theatre audiences will not settle for a performance in absentia. The spectators view the actor not as
shaman, off on a journey, but as hungan, one returned
from the world of the gods and possessed by one or
more of them. 10 In the primitive cultures surveyed by
David Cole, the hungan is not so much a victim of demonic possession as an actor in close communion with
the gods who performs a possession ritual for and at
the request of the assembly. If the shaman journeys as
an envoy on behalf of the people to the gods, the hungao, possessed by a god , journeys back to the people
8

Cole, pp. 16-17.
Robert Corrigan introduced the word 'journey" to David Cole's
discussion in his excellent introduction to the theatre art, The
World of the Theatre (Glenview, 111.: Scott, Foresman, 1979), p.
161.
10
Cole, p. 32.

9
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to "report to them" from the time that was.
And so the actor, who has, shaman-like, journeyed
to the center of the other by means of the rehearsal
process, now turns about and, in communion with the
other world, returns to the actual world of the stage.
Through his performance he reports on the imaginative world of the play: Oedipus' Thebes, Phedre's
Troezen, Hamlet's Elsinore, Hedda Gabler's Norway,
or Stanley Kowalski's New Orleans. The actor, then, is
neither entirely in the actual world nor the imaginative
world; but, having been in the other world, the actor
has returned to the present world to present that other
reality.
David Cole's theory of the actor's round trip provides a useful way of thinking about the acting
phenomenon, and especially about the actor's special
attractiveness. Both the shaman and the hungan are
extremely charismatic figures in primitive culture. The
hungan generates his appeal through his special talent
in rendering the truth of the imaginative world
momentarily real in the midst of those who long for
its coherence. The shaman is esteemed because he
makes "the time when gods walked the earth and
men visited the sky" at least indirectly accessible again
to all the people. Like the contemporary actor's performance of a role in a play, the success of the hungao's "report" of the other world depends on his talents and technique in the performance of the possession ritual. The function of the shaman as an envoy
from a community must also have its technical aspects:
shamans must be skilled and practiced in their roles.
And the unique relationship between the shaman and
his community casts some light on the status of the
contemporary actor in his own audience-community.

v
What is it about actors? Why do we find them so attractive, so compelling? What is the nature of the actor
as an artistic medium? The venerable critic Stark Young
set down five aspects of the actor-medium. First, and
most elusive, is personal magnetism. Loath to call it
"sex appeal," Young termed this quality "theatricality,"
that complex quality that draws our attention to an
actor when he walks onto the stage, or into our presence anywhere. Young distinguished theatricality from
"natural assets." These are physical endowments ranging from bodily form to skin texture to mellifluous
voice. The third and fourth qualities are natural senses
of timing-pauses, cues, and overall temp<:r-and of
the visual aspects of movement. Finally, Young lists
the actor's talent for mimicry. 11
Young's five aspects of the actor-medium may be
traced in any number of celebrated stage and film ac-
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tors and actresses. They are innate qualities which an
actor brings to and carries through every stage of his
career. Through systematic training, an actor builds a
structure of technique on the foundation of these attributes. And, finally, experience produces a Laurence
Olivier, a Jason Robards, Jr. , a Glenda Jackson, a Colleen Dewhurst, to name a few of the most accomplished of contemporary actors. Testimony to
their theatricality and their technique has been noted
in countless descriptions, reviews, and memoirs and
now has been captured on film. Their excellence has
been certified by popular and elite audiences and we
pay to see them perform and expect to be richly entertained in return.
The expert display of acting technique is diverting
and aesthetically pleasing; the efficient communication
of the dramatist's message is intellectually stimulating,
emotionally moving, and, in some cases, socially useful
as an affirmation of community values and beliefs. For
these reasons alone, accomplished actors are valued by
a community. To use David Cole's terminology, the
expert actor is analogous to the primitive hungan who
performs a possession ritual for a community. Like the
hungan, the actor is valued for his ability to make an
illud tempus real and present.
The expert actor, however , need not be a member
of the community to serve it. In fact, the strolling
player, the actor who tours and performs for a series
of communities far from his home, has been a social
feature at least since the ancient Greeks. The celebrated touring actor arrives in a new community with
as much theatricality as he brings to the stage itself.
The actor's personal magnetism generates community
interest in the actor's presence before he has spoken
a line in performance.
The touring actor represents one model of an actorcommunity relationship. This actor's reputation, natural theatricality, and celebrity account for the community's compelling interest in him. The resident actor
represents a second actor-community relationship that
is at least as significant ·as the first. In this model , the
actor, like the shaman of primitive culture, is not only
performer to the community, but also its agent and
guide to the imaginative world. In the primitive cultures surveyed by David Cole, the shaman is the designated traveler who makes the illud tempus accessible to
all the people. The measure of the shaman's effectiveness is his ability to make the journey to that other
realm; the measure of an actor's ability is his success
at making the transformational journey from his own
self to the world of the other. We embrace those ac11

Stark Young, The Theatre (New York: Hill and Wang, 1954),
pp. 74-76.
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tors whose transformational skills enable them to make
that journey repeatedly and to ever different worlds,
for they make those worlds accessible to us. Thus a
community with a company of actors resident in its
midst is a community with the imaginative world at
hand and skilled, trusted, and familiar guides to that
world at the ready. The actors benefit not only financially from consistent patronage, but also from their
status as members of a supportive community.
In a few of our larger cities, there do exist resident
companies of actors, but even the major regional
theatres in our country employ mostly itinerant performers. Most cities of any size have community
theatre guilds. Unfortunately, the average amateur
theatre actor is not sufficiently skilled to make the
transformational journey or endowed with enough talent to establish the reality of the world in our midst.
In other words, despite his commitment to the community the untalented and unskilled actor rarely
merits or receives the designation as the community's
agent. American theatre devotees with European experience look enviously at the theatre companies of
cities in Great Britain and the Continent, where actors
often establish residencies of years' duration combining professional competence with continu ity.
For a few years John Malkovich was my shaman. I
was a member of a relatively small community of Steppenwolf Theatre patrons who trekked to the Jane Addams Community Center to see him and his colleagues
open to our experience the imaginative worlds which
it is the theatre's purpose to present and make present. At close range, a Malkovich performance was a
psychically dangerous trip into a threatening world.
But the community knew him and trusted him; it
looked to him as Dante did to Vergil for guidance into
the horrible and wonderful Inferno.
Now, as a recent Esquire magazine writer phrased it,
"John Malkovich doesn't live here anymore," though
we will continue to see more of him in the movies and
on television. The community will lose its shaman or
at least be forced to share him with the mass community that is almost certain to embrace him as its own.
On film, his performances will lack the psychic threat
that he projected in the intimate theatres in Chicago,
but he will have the opportun ity to serve a greater
number of people. Whether or not he will attain
shamanic status within the mass community is problematic. On the one hand , the movies are the ultimate
development of the touring company system. Now a
"can" full of actors "visits" a series of communities,
even though the actors' presence consists on ly of projected images on a screen. Yet the movies (and television) do make possible the only resident company of
actors available to the national community. Thanks to
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film, members of that community can have the sense
of designating, by their patronage, actor-agents to undertake transformational journeys, and to return with
reports of imaginative worlds far removed from actual
experience.
I began this consideration of actors by wondering at
the remarkable level of national attention paid to the
annual presentation of the Academy Awards. It is ,
after all, generally agreed that the entertainment quality of such programs is poor. Undoubted ly, some
people enjoy seeing glamorous celebrities at every opportunity; others feel gratified when the performances
they judged "best" are confirmed by the Academy; still
others are moved by the commendation of meritorious
service to the profession and the society. And finally,
even without its members realizing it, the presentation
of the acting awards represents an expression of the
national community honoring its guides to realms of
imagination otherwise beyond its reach. 12
Cl
12

Strictly speaking, the Academy Awards are presented by a
community of fi lm professionals. The People's Choice Awards
would be a better illustration of an expression of national community.

For Our Dreams' Sake

The grass has thinned beside the pond
since last you walked with me
that golden summer,
but the path is there that leads around
the flowers that I'll see
now that it's warmer.
Not much has changed. The moon still clings
to Mueller's trees at night
beyond the town,
and still the hidden nightbird sings
and plums grow fat and white
with dewy down.
Yet all has changed. The fields , the air,
the way they say your name,
the paths I take;
for you are gone, and I must dare
imagine the world the same
for our dreams' sake.

J. T. Ledbetter
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A Commencement
Address
Richard Lee
Chancellor Athens, Provost Jerusalem,
Relieved Faculty, Eager Graduates,
Welcome Friends of Valhalla College:

I should not have agreed to address you at this commencement
were it not for my concern that
these ceremonies may be among
the few remaining moments of
peace between my generation and
the generation we graduate today.
Nor could I resist the intriguing
topic assigned me by your eager
graduates, and I shall try to rise to
the honor of addressing them on
their chosen theme of "Investing
Our Tradition" before they take
their degrees and run. However, before I take aim at the fleeing
graduates and their commencement
theme, perhaps it would be well if we
all were clear about the economy they
are running into--and the appropriate economic model it provides
for understanding any "Investing" of
"Our Tradition."
Our graduates start their working lives in an economy running a
considerable national debt in order
that they find jobs at all, and I
leave it to them to decide how
grateful they should be for their
employment bought at the price of
the interest on that debt which they
will pay during the rest of their
working lives. All we can say to
them is that it seemed a good idea
at the time, and the lower taxes for
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our generation often made it possible for many of us to buy a higher
education for them at all.
Nevertheless, we might well remember that these graduates spent
their four college years treated to
the spectacle of President Reagan
enacting staggering budget deficits
while calling for a Constitutional
amendment to stop him from deficiting again-and while I think
their cynicism about his performance is premature, it is not without foundation. The young are
right to suspect that the older generation is strapping them with interest payments on a colossal national debt until the day, following
our dubious example, they pass it
on to their children. If any of the
graduates believe that solitary supply-side Keynesian expansionism
will overcome the debt, the College
probably should consider recalling
their degrees.
But more immediate than our
concern for the debt dumped upon
our graduates and their children
might be our concern for the
economic relationship of our
graduates to their elders in years
soon to come. Over the working
lifetime of our graduates the
number of those retiring in
America will grow about ten times
faster than the rate of those entering work, and those receiving various benefits for the elderly will
rather vastly outnumber those paying the larger part of the expense.
Even our graduates today will
themselves retire into an America
with an elderly population triple
our present number, and they are
well advised to put aside several
Floridas for themselves all the
while they will be caring for us.
Or will they care for us? It could
be that we are graduating the first
genuine constituency for balanced
budgets in America-at some
hazard to our health and welfare as
their elders. Your College, like my
University, sets no requirements in

moral imagination or social invention for its degrees, and I mean no
discredit to the graduates here
today when I suspect there are
about the same proportions of virtue and expediency, vision and
muddling, valor and torpor among
them as among us. Nor do I wish
to terrify any of the older generation present when I suggest that
these graduates will likely vote to
treat us about as well as we have
treated them. They are, after all,
now the bearers of "Our Tradition."
My necessarily brief accounting
of the economic situation of our
graduates may remind us all that
our society invests not only its assets in the next generation but also
lumbers them with its liabilities,
and I would now submit that this is
the appropriate model for understanding the transmission of "Our
Tradition" as well. Any tradition
historically alive, neither idealized
nor abstract, comes to each new
generation warts and all. Those
characteristic ways of seeing, feeling, valuing, deciding, and doing
which make up "Our Tradition"
are not unalloyed goods which can
be invested in our lives for pure
profit. Any tradition also carries its
own limits on our seeing, feeling,
valuing, deciding, and doing, and
the deficiencies as well as the efficiencies of "Our Tradition" must
be accepted as any mature man or
woman accepts the historical accidents of his or her own life.
And so, honored graduates of
the Class of 1985, I hope I have
honorably addressed your chosen
theme for your commencement, if
naught for your comfort then at
least for your forewarning. I welcome your lingering idealism at the
task of "Investing Our Tradition,"
but I also now invite you to the
realism of wishing for some good
luck. Vale and Farewell. You are really going to need all the good luck
you can get.

••
••
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The Shock of
Nonrecognition
Charles Vandersee
Dear Editor:
Again the shock of nonrecognition: That isn't me!
From the advertising blurb for a
university press book: "Critics and
teachers have long felt disturbed
about the disorder and disarray in
the field of English studies. Teaching and criticism have lost authority, and the discipline's objectiveconcrete knowledge about literary
texts-has dissolved in the face of
structuralist and poststructuralist
methods."
It is somewhat whimsical to do
this, perhaps like filtering for
drinking water the contents of a
fishtank, but let us consider this
text for a bit, taking a blurb as seriously as a Yield sign, if not a Stop
sign.
I don't-as an English teacherthink English studies are in disorder, and not in disarray. I have
long not felt this, fe lt not disturbed, and also do not remember
ever feeling that teachers and critics possess "authority." And so
forth. Whatever was, has not dissol-

ved. All that is solid has not melted
into air.
What is happening? Interesting
new investigations of literature are
being conducted. Indeed, "Literature" is being noticed as a concept
we have not agreed upon. Affirmations of uncertainty are confronting
the "concrete." The "canon" is
being "extended." Green plants in
the fishbowl, with unchartable undulations, turn out in the 1980s to
be more interesting than the porous pink rocks, though this is not
to say that the rocks have dissolved.
They merely look very pink indeed-which is not to say wrong,
merely to say "not wholly right."
Not disorder, but larger possibilities of order.
The bowl itself-interesting to
look at the bowl itself, and to see in
it not the old Platonic bowl, or the
archetypal bowl, or "bowlness," but
the striking similarity of bowl and
tank, sphere and cube. Unlike in
shape, but alike in volume-an invigorating surprise. Also, the indeterminate glass wall (looked at
closely) is interesting. It holds the
colors of the drapes at the windows, though dissolving the drapes
not at all.
From another blurb, same uni-

versity press-and I anagrammatize
the author being marketed: "Chible
speaks to a need which is deeply
felt by teachers of literature: a
need to redefine what they are
doing, and divest themselves of
some of the bogus institutional authority by which even some of the
most sympathetic and liberal tyrannize their students intellectually."
We almos~ need to stop here, not
just yield. So much traffic! It's a
blurb quoting a review, but to say
that is to give mere information. If
I omit the location of the review, it
is bogus information . Like much
concrete knowledge, not needed.
The point anyway is the content,
not the medium, as the fish rather
than the tank tyrannize the gaze.
The walls are nothing, almost, to
the eye. Yet, resisting the tyranny
of the fish, there are dark caverns
in the pink rocks. Also resisting:
the walls, once we stop to think
about them, and indeed also a class
structure not so invisibly surrounding the fishtank, though we may
miss seeing it. Whose drapes are
these, from Neiman-Marcus?
The shock of derecognition! A
deeply felt need to redefine? To divest oneself of authority? No, a
chimera, this Chiblean authority.
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Schools and colleges and canons
must be the institutions meant, but
they enjoy much less reverence and
clout than the statement implies. A
manufacturer of needs, this Chible,
a manufacturer of false tyranny . A
manufacturer, as is every critic. A
god, a maker, a creator, this writer.
A while back I awoke thinking of
a one-act play to write. In it would
be two characters, an elephant
leader and a tourist with a
guidebook. See this. The elephant
leader is in the center of the stage,
holding a long rope. The elephant
is at the other end, offstage during
the whole play. The conversation
between the two characters has to
do with why the tourist is on forbidden territory, has come through
the gate. He is now among the animals and the animal experts, has
left the viewing region.
He says matter-of-factly the gate
was open. There are frequent tugs.
He is curious about the elephant,
never having seen one so close.
Question
upon
question-the
guidebook to the zoo has lost its interest. The elephant leader, the expert, can hardly get in a word.
Neither of them uses the word
"elephant," and we never see the
elephant. And after a while we
wonder: Is this the kind of guy,
this diminutive hatted fellow (for
he is small, with some sort of eccentric bill or fedora on his head)is this a guy who would climb a
fence to get into forbidden territory, had the gate not been open?
That is where it ends.
These odd discontinuities m
texts! Fish to elephant. If not a
need deeply felt, perhaps nonetheless a constant small nagging need,
the craving for taking mastery over
surprise. The critic, the scholar,
facing a whole cosmos called "language," and new planets every
year, called "texts."
And,
these
odd
OmiSSIOnS,
lacunae, in texts. Jesus between the
age of twelve and the final years of
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the thirties. Where is this fish? The
shock of derecognition, as a small
civilized genre, or text, or standard
author, is exorcised of some of its
predictability, bogus fixity, orthodoxy, under a new generation
of priests.
There are now new piranhas for
the home tank, tiny, like the bonsai
tree, a tree that in the pathos of its
miniature perfection evokes the
generation of the Fifties, the New
Criticism. Static miniatures in perfection, but is not deminiaturization
now, in the generation of the expanding cosmos, of Star Wars,
more to be desired?

And these odd omissions,
lacunae, in texts. Jesus
between the age of
twelve and the final
years of the thirties.
Where is this fish? The
shock of derecognition.
Consider some of the many possible enlargements, in a paper listened to at the Modern Language
Association meeting. Not a paper,
but a half-paper, and yet not a
half-paper either, though I began
taking notes halfway through. A
series of nodes-perhaps like consonants in a language that omits
the vowels when rendered into
writing. One cannot make of it
what one will, but one also cannot
arrive at the whole:
"Spatialization, reification, ungraspability, ontological, sociopolitically. Habermas, veridical, continuum, primordial, metaphysical,
textuality, phenomenology, epistemic, neo-Marxism, epiphenomenal,
originative.
Althusser,
Hegel, paralogical, delegitimation,
temporality, structuration, projective, horizonal, compartmentalization, diachronic, synchronic, ecology, topoi, subtextual. Heidegger,

Enlightenment, hegemonic. Said.
Gramsci. Foucault, Beckett, Barthelme, Borges, Coover, Doctorow,
Pynchon.
Eco,
consequential,
praxis. Melville, paranoid; classificatory, Linnaeus; panoptic, Vergil.
Patriarchal, phallocentrism,
logocentric, cosmic ecopolitics, cartel, ubiquitous monistic ontotheology."
The play of the unseen animal
tugging; the play of the solemnfaced fish in their weaving, constant motion; the play of the light
on a battered hat, also through the
stiff silica of the wall of the bowl.
Much to be considered, to be given
order and array.
Especially perhaps array, hierarchy-generative force of the next
critical epoch. Whatever is in place
must be moved-the principle of
all games. We must consider that
when we do not have certainty, all
action is in the nature of a game.
The rules do not so much matter,
as Calvin Trillin writes of a new
Provencal game, taureaux piscine,
consisting of a tiny swimming pool,
the boys of the town, and one small
bull. "If you and the bull are in the
pool at the same time, you win." "It
is the only sport I have ever encountered that has only one rule."
The shock, the delightful shock
of precocity! From a high school
student on a college admissions
essay. He is reading a paperback
Shakespeare play while working the
late-night shift at a convenience
store. It is located at a busy intersection. People change buses, and
quickly he learns that they want
their Colt 45 malt liquor, jumbo
cans, ready on the counter in
brown paper bags, as they execute
the swift change. Much traffic.
Every night he gets them ready,
lines them up. His analysis: "The
real world is one of routine and instinct."
This truth about the real world is
what calls forth the trends in literary analysis, the new theories, the
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new rules, the alleged (but bogus)
disorder. The shock of precognition-Eliot in 1940:
The knowledge imposes a pattern , and
falsifies,
For the pattern is new in every
moment
And every moment is a new and
shocking
Valuation of all we have been.

Calvin Trillin has found the mventor of taureaux piscine, Emile
Bilhau. How did he come up with
his stroke of invention, the combination of bulls and swimming pool?
"I wanted to find the comical point
of view. What is there that's comical? There's water. There's a custard pie." Trillin admires: "If
Abner Doubleday could have expressed himself that succinctly, I
suspect, baseball would not be so
difficult for foreigners to understand."
These aren't me--disturbed , the
senser of lost authority, the needer
to redefine the act of teaching literature. But neither am I the
foreigner bewildered by baseball. A
wanderer, a foreigner, in the
MLA-a tourist behind the cyclone
fence at the zoo-would be bewildered.
Has the "discipline's objectiveconcrete knowledge about literary
texts"--dissolved? Is a text now demanding something else? Is it itself
different, a sort of unbounded
field of energy, or a portion of a
network understood only as the
network itself is (impossibly) understood? The fish in their incessant
motion, the undulations of the
green plants, for study only by
stop-action camera work? The fish
not understood except as belonging
to a certain room, and the tank,
and the colors of the drapes?
Can we say for sure, sitting in
the audience, that there is no
elephant on the other end of the
rope?
The play he was reading, this
late-night store clerk, was The Tam24

ing of the Shrew. Upon learning the
definition of "shrew," one of the
Colt drinkers, in his haste, still had
time for a bawdy joke. Does it matter to the story which play it was?
There is fear. It is not so much
disturbance over disorder; it is
fear. It is not so much a need to
give up bogus authority; it is fear.
Eliot is very good about fear, and
he, truly , felt a fear of disorder
and disarray, which I do not feel.
But I can imagine how a man
might have such a fear. I can imagine the fear that makes critics invent new games, with terminology
more complicated than baseball.
Because every pattern falsifies, critics keep seeking new ones. Our era
is particularly fecund of patterns,
as the words and names at MLA indicate. The fear they represent is
the fear of old false patterns, because old false patterns-routine
and instinct-are death masks, are
death itself. It is understandable
for modernist and postmodernist
man to fear death, especially in a
decade of Star Wars.
But if we are dealing with fear,
we are also simultaneously dealing
with faith. We fear that a text
might stop speaking to us, if we
have only the voices of the old patterns, but the faith is that it has not
yet stopped. It may stop, unless we
provide it new patterns, new lexicons even.
It is right and understandable to
express a shock of derecognition, if
one does not share the fear, but it
does not seem quite appropriate to
mock. The jargon may be oppressive, like a great chemical cloud,
but the motivation is so earnest-so
deeply, typically human-that it
compels a certain admiration. I do
not expect it to stop soon; I expect
we shall be gazing at fish, watching
for elephants, correcting our own
modest patterns, for some time to
come-entitled to mirth, like Trillin , only if we have been willing to
search, to try to understand, to

find out patterns of motives. To
confront all kinds of text-makers
humbly, inquiringly.
Behind these patterns it will be
well to assume some inexplicables.
Housman did, and thought about
how to live with them, suggesting
at times revelry and mirth; "malt
does more than Milton can" to diminish the craving for authority
over logos, the word, the text.
Yield.
It does not mean stretch out
supine at the bottom of the tank. It
involves living without walls, with
eyes on both sides of the head. It
means not calling everything old,
on one side of the head, tyranny.
And not everything new either.
From Dogwood, yours faithfully,

Cl

C.V .

Talk Show
"I will be,"
the host said,
"a devil's advocate."
"Even if,
as you say,
seven out of ten
people do
think that at
some time they had
a religious
experience-what,
if anything,
does that prove?"
pause
"I don't know,"
the gallup pollster
said, "I think
it means
they believe."

Sister Maura
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The Yuppie
Phenomenon
Gail McGrew Eifrig
Yuppies cause people who aren't
yuppies a lot of anger. After the
national newsmagazines featured
this trendy class, their Letters columns filled with angry reactions
from other generations; you could
see the national gorge rising. Those
of us who have for years liked Brie
and coveted Volvos immediately
swore off both on principle,
thereby confirming the suspicions
that the yuppies have of the rest of
us. We must be an unstable element in their view, whose actions
are erratic at best, based as they are
on an assortment of emotions, beliefs, and principles that are hard
to follow since they aren't "doing
what's best for me." That the interests and actions of the Yuppies
have national consequences was demonstrated pretty effectively last
November, so it is worth taking a
look at this social phenomenon
here, particularly to try to understand the differences between them
and the next older crowd of my
generation.
My perceptions about the group
are not very scientifically derived.
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They come primarily from the
pages of Chicago Magazine, the most
egregiously trendy consumer mag
I've seen, not excluding the pretty
egregious New Yorker. The qualities
of self-indulgence and ostentatious
display are there in all their glossy
splendor; if fifteen hundred dollar
handbags don't give you pause,
what will? Here are the monuments
to the people among us who are
dedicated to having a good timeworking and playing apparently.
All of them have jobs that offer
satisfaction, and whether they walk
to work in their Etonics or pedal in
on a thousand dollar Fuji, work is
obviously the arena for knowing
who and what you are.
Many of the ads do seek to reinforce the reader's apparently tentative knowledge of her self-worth:
"As a woman on the way up," "Like
the busy executive you are," "Taking charge is what you're all
about." Self-doubters must disappear very quickly in this world. According to the ads, one of the
major difficulties in the lives of
these people is choosing how to
spend the money they've worked
for, avoiding the errors of buying
the wrong thing, spending leisure
at the wrong place, eating a meal at
a restaurant that's now out. To me
one of the most appalling of all
Yuppie purchasing decisions is
their consumer approach to parenthood; do these handsome couples
really make love at the advice of
their broker?
The fascination of the horrendous aside, however, I confess to a
surprise at the vehemence of my
resentment about Yuppies. Despite
the fact that I actually know one or
two and they strike me as being
nice people, I find myself really
angry confronting the idea of
them. They are of course younger,
richer, and vastly more successful
than I, and they also seem to have
lots of fun. It's the conjunction of
those two statements that makes

the presence of Yuppies on the national scene so infuriating to a lot
of us. One or the other would be
possible, but both together threaten
my sense of what I'm doing and
why I'm doing it, so that the Yuppies are frightening to me at least
partly because of what they reveal
about myself and others like me.
On a national scale, this division is
immense, and it is responsible, I
think, for the massive gulf that
separates two generations that one
might assume to be closer.
My generation still thought that
work was especially valuable if you
did it partly for someone else. Lots
of us became teachers, pastors, social workers, nurses, public health
doctors, public defenders, and so
on. Those who did go into business
still had some of the same ideas;
in insurance or
my friends
hardware or electrical engineering
are all active in the community service aspects of their businesses, or
in service groups as such. They also
do church work and Boy Scouts
and United Way.

My generation thought
that work was especially
valuable if you did it
partly for someone else.
We may have disagreed with our
elders about the rigor with which
to adhere to the work ethic, but essentially we believed that you had
to work hard to be a good person,
and if you didn't make lots of
money, that was OK if you were
doing something that "helped
people." We probably didn't expect
lots of fun to be part of our lives.
A little camping, a trip to Disney
World with the kids, sometimes an
evening with friends were the
gratifications we indulged in. Work
was a big thing for us, and pleasures a secondary concern.
But somehow we never managed
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to avoid the suspicions and attacks
of the people who went to college
just after we did. To these devoted
system-haters we were almost as
bad at copping out as their parents.
Our values were already different
from theirs; most of us were married and employed while they were
in ~eaningful relationships and
graduate school. They went to
demonstrations and love-ins; we
just went to work. For them, pleasure was first and work was secondary.
We went on about our business,
and we still thought our work was
valuable. We were devoted to doing
a lot of good within the system. We
proposed new liturgies and rewrote curricula, we re-structured
departments and systems, we got
people involved, we integrated, we
taught our babies to read , we
coped, we made things happen. We
worried that maybe our principles
weren't strong enough, maybe we
consumed too greedily, maybe we
were too in love with a corrupt system. So we became dedicated even
more strongly to the causes we
could spare time for. We recycled
aluminum cans and newspapers;
we voted for Jimmy Carter.

We recycled aluminum
cans and newspapers; we
voted for Jimmy Carter.
That was eight years ago, back
when lots of today's Yuppies were
still in graduate school. They must
have looked at us and laughed.
That's what rankles. They have
perceived that given the right conditions, you can give work and
pleasure equal weight in your
scheme of values. How could we
have been so stupid? Why didn't
we suspect that in a little while, the
day of altruism would be past?
Why didn't we recognize a whole
cu lture for whom the pre-spirit
26

Ebenezer Scrooge was, except for
his reluctance to spend (the poor
fellow didn't quite comprehend the
fu ll essence of consumerism), a cu lt
hero? Why didn't we realize, before
we invested twenty years in lowpaying jobs and parenthood, that
today the virtues of self-denial and
patience would be passe?
I suppose that for me the instantaneous anger that the Yuppies
cause is a combination of embarrassment and jealousy. I am jealous
because I think I could have had
what they have, but I remember
once being convinced that fur
coats, fast cars, and luxurious vacations were not worthy goals for a
good person, any more than a substantial wealthy upper class was a
worthy goal for a nation. I am embarrassed because my old principles
look so tacky in the light of Yuppie
values. I cannot even work up a decent smile of smug self-satisfaction
in believing myself to be superior.
They are what they are, and current history is proving that one of
the things they are is powerful.
You cannot force your own moral
values on another person, and my
generation may scorn Yuppie
values but can hardly deny their
powerful attraction. These smart
people in their thirties have a right
to see the world in their own way.
But like any class that is wealthy
and believes itself to be right, they
are capable of creating great moral
havoc. It is probably not a Yuppie
pastime, but I wonder if any of
them watched the Masterpiece
Theatre production of Paul Scott's
Raj Quartet. In the 30s and 40s the
British raj in India was a system
sustained by a large class of people
who believed that their privilege
was the natural result of their
superiority. Scott's devasting imagery of disaster has an unnerving
message for America in the 80s,
dominated as it appears to be by its
new, young, and supremely confident ruli ng class.
Cl

Review Essay

Witches' Sabbath,
1985
Jill Baumgaertner
The Witches
Of Easfwick
By John Updike. New York:
Allred A. Knopf. 307 pp. $15.95.
The problem with John Updike
is that when he is wrong, he is
wrong so beautifully. His writing is
so extraordinary, his peripheral vision so sensitive; his arrogance is so
pure, his biases so evident. I was
left at the end of The Witches of
Eastwick not knowing what to say.
Because I needed to free myself
from myself before I could write
this review, I resorted finally to
some freewriting exercises I assign
my freshman wntmg students
when they think they have nothing
to say. What I discovered in those
exercises was that I resented this
book in a personal way, yet the
writer in me couldn't help but admire Updike's imagination and the
awesome power of his writing.
What bothered me was that in
writing this novel Father Updike
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presents himself as something of an
expert on the feminine. In actuality, he has not caught the feminine
at all, either photographically or
philosophically. Updike's stance allows neither his female characters
nor his female readers any freedom. Women in this novel are vile
both as predators and as victims
and, by implication, both as characters and as readers.
In many ways this is a mean-spirited book-but with how fascinating a meanness and with what spectacular technique Updike lambasts
womankind.
The women m this taleAlexandra, Jane, and Sukie-are all
divorced and are all witches, the
latter state being in some way dependent on the former. They have
for some time been meeting on
Thursday evenings in a strangely
suburban version of the coven.
Children wander in and out, dogs
eat the hors d'oeuvres, they all
drink a little too much, but one
thing is evident: they feel complete
under the cone of natural power.
They know things others do not
know. And they can do things
others cannot do. Alexandra, the
witchliest of the three, conjures up
a thunderstorm to rid the beaches
of teenagers so she can walk her
dog without a leash. From across
the room she unbuckles the shoe
straps of a lady whose pearls she
breaks and watches clatter to the
floor. She makes it impossible for
her lover to tie his shoelaces. The
other two women have their special
talents, too. Jane can fly. Sukie can
turn milk into cream and together
with her friends can make feathers
and little bits of garbage come out
of the mouth of Felicia Gabriel, her
lover's wife.
Into this cozy arrangement
comes Darryl Van Horne, a bearlike, apparently wealthy entrepreneur who settles into the Lenox
mansion, which he plans to refurbish lavishly. The three women fall
May, 1985

under his spell. It makes them
tongue-tied and changes their relationship with each other forever.
He has a brusque and often condescending way of dealing with
them , but their responses become
cliched and predictable. Early in
the nove'! he insults Jane and .she
gazes "up at him with the moist
mute fascination of a whipped
dog." They are his harem and the
weekly meetings are transferred to
his hot tub. They begin to play
doubles tennis on his new court
and become vindictive with each
other, turning tennis balls into bats
or toads or making them bounce as
high as the sun. The lines on the
court occasionally wrap themselves
around their tennis shoes.
It is after this expansion of the
witch's trio into a quartet that bad
things begin to happen. Sukie's old
lover, the Unitarian minister, runs
away with a flower child. Her new
lover, the editor of the town paper,
kills his wife and then commits
suicide. And then Jennifer and
Chris, the children of the dead
couple, arrive in town and Darryl
Van Horne's head is turned in
another direction, ostensibly toward
Jennifer whom he marries, but
perhaps really toward Chris, her
brother. In jealousy, the witches
convene to seal a malignancy inside
Jennifer. It works and the cancer
slowly spreads and finally kills her
and her unborn child. Alexandra
tries frantically to reverse the spell
once she sees exactly what she has
done, but it is too late. The evil
seed has sprouted and has borne
more seeds. There is nothing more
that can be done.
It is rare that an artist's cosmology can so offend me that I cannot
see beyond it. I willingly suspend
my disbelief for any author who respects me as a reader. But Updike
has duped me in this book. He has
probably manipulated me right out
of objective reviewing status. I am
angry because I know Updike is an

artist, and I suspect that if he valued humankind more, he would
approach women with more empathy.
Instead, throughout this book he
puts ridiculously strained thoughts
into their heads. For example, at
the beginning of the novel
Alexandra is canning tomato sauce:
"Of plants tomatoes seemed the
most human, eager and fragile and
prone to rot. Picking the watery
orange-red orbs, Alexandra felt she
was cupping a giant lover's testicles
in her hand. She recognized as she
labored in her kitchen · the something sadly menstrual in all this,
the bloodlike sauce to be ladled
upon the white spaghetti." Who
thinks like this? Only a man trying
to think as he conceives a woman
might think. It falls completely flat.
But Updike has a brilliant out.
These are not ordinary women.
These are witches-and who really
knows how witches think? Maybe
they do make these connections
simply as a matter of course. Then
again maybe their minds are not
that juvenile. But who is to know,
actually? If Updike can make them
fly, he can make them do anything
else he darn well pleases.
He can make them have children
and then make them never at
home to care for them. (Do I detect a rather trite anti-feminist bias
here?)
He can make them so jealous
they kill another woman because
they envy her.
He can make them, like typical
suburban clubwomen, use their
creative powers for silly, frivolous
things. When they get around to
using their powers in big ways, he
can make it grotesque, clumsy,
awkward, even deadly.
In short, he can make them into
grotesque caricatures of already
stereotyped portraits. He can conceive of every misogynistic cliche
and then make their sins even
worse.
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The women in Updike's cosmos
exist for the pleasure of men : "It
was fundamental and instinctive, it
was womanly, to want to heal-to
apply the poultice of acquiescent
flesh to the wound of a man's desire, to give his closeted spirit the
exaltation of seeing a witch slip out
of her clothes and go skyclad in a
room of tawdry motel furniture."
Or again: "Sukie's nipples had
gone erect beneath her sweater in
awareness of her healing powers,
of being for any man a garden
stocked with antidotes and palliatives." (Am I the only one who
thinks these sound like winning entries in the Bulwer-Lytton "Worst
First Lines in Fiction" contest?)
And, finally, he can hint in his
last chapter that the power has
been loosed on the town, that
maybe other women are becoming
witches, too. It is woman's fate, it
seems. Pretty soon the entire town
will be making spaghetti sauce.
In the meantime, in the name of
Salem, Updike has thrown the
witches in a kind of narrative river.
If they drown , it means they are innocent. Self-sufficiency and independence-the ability to swim-are
signs of discourse with the devil
and that, of course, means a public
burning, which they get in Darryl's
sermon in the Unitarian church.
I have heard some refer to this
novel as Updike's great feminist
manifesto. Perhaps these are the
same people who embrace Kate
Chopin's
late-nineteenth-century
novel The Awakening for the same
reason, completely m1ssmg the
irony and the subtle (and not so
subtle) hints that women are not
whole persons, that they are incapable of handling freedom, that
their actions, unbridled and unchecked by the more reasonable
male, lead away from their naturally creative roles as nurturers and
directly into self-destruction and
universal holocaust.
Updike says he is Christian and
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while I cannot see that belief reflected artistically in this novel, the
final pages of this book indicate
that he does embrace at least the
doctrine of the fall. There are quite
a few echoes of T.S. Eliot's preChristian "The Love Song of J.
Alfred Prufrock" in this bookfrom Jane's early question: "Do I
dare to eat a peach?" to the recurring theme of the crab, which in
Eliot becomes the despairing cry: "I
should have been a pair of ragged
claws/ Scuttling across the floors of
silent seas."
In The Witches of Eastwick all of
nature has fallen and this is no felix
culpa. Early in the novel Alexandra
crunches a few sandcrabs underfoot and says to herself, "Sacrifice.
There must always be sacrifice. It
was one of nature's rules." This incident echoes later in another crab,
Jennifer's
cancer-only
here
Alexandra and her friends have
themselves become nature's terrible
agents, identifying and going after
the sacrificial lamb themselves. In
his sermon, which both points to
the witches as the culprits in his
wife's fatal illness and exonerates
them on the basis of their comparative benignity, Darryl Van Horne
quotes from the dictionary, not the
Bible.
He
reads
about
the
tapeworm and the tarantula, the
cestode worm and roundworms "so
big and fat they block up your big
intestine. Intestines are where
they're happiest, by and large."
To sit around in the slushy muck inside somebody else's guts-that's their
catbird seat. You're doing all the digesting for 'em, they don't even need
stomachs, just mouths and assholes,
pardon my French. But boy, the ingenuity that old Great Designer spent
with His lavish hand on these humble
little devils. . . . You've got to picture
that big Visage leaning down and smiling through Its beard while those
fabulous Fingers with Their angelic
manicure fiddled with the last finetuning of old Schistosoma's ventral
sucker: that's Creation. Now l ask you,
isn't that pretty terrible? Couldn't you
have done better, given the resources?

l sure as hell could have.

Darryl's question is straight from
Blake's Songs of Experience. "Did he
who made the lamb make Thee?"
the speaker asks the tiger. "This is
a Terrible Creation," Darryl entitles
his sermon. The universe is not
merely fallen. It was rotten from
the beginning. And this is where
the novel ends. Almost. It would
have been better if it had. But first
the witches will find husbands so
that they can live happily ever
after.
What more can I say as a
woman, as a critic, as a lover of fiction, as an admirer of Updike's
stunning potential which is certainly not realized in this book, except in the most perverse ways?
Nothing. I throw up my hands. Cl

In the Art Gallery:
Woodblock Tapestry
Jewel of cloth: irispurple textile, tapestry
hanging on a white wall
speaking secret words that
call light from dark, surprising
viewers to and fro--.
Who knows ? even surprising
(with a voice from untouchable
places) that artist who
designed iris never grown
from bulbs any human hand
had sown.
Lazarus, come forth.
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The World of
Jacques Rivette
Richard Maxwell
Jacques Rivette's Celine and julie
Go Boating (1974) remains for me,
and at least a few other people, the
most accomplished film since midcentury. I wrote about Celine in
these pages some time ago (December, 1982); since then Rivette's
later work has begun to be shown
on American screens, particularly
at Chicago's Film Center. It is now
possible to get an idea of the director's work from the mid-Seventies
through the early Eighties, a period
that includes two first-rate works.
Duelle (1975) and Le Pont du Nord
( 1981) manifest Rivette's usual
preoccupations:
with reflexivity
(films about film), with human
imagination, with the atmosphere
of city life. A director seldom gets
rid of his fetishes, but he can find
something new to do with them.
Rivette's recent work is striking for
its freshness .
Part of Celine's attraction was in
its contrast between a fictional
world-a literal House of Fictionand the life outside it. Duelle develops from a similar opposition,
treated differently however. The
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action occurs during the forty days
of Carnival, which begins with the
last new moon of winter and ends
with the first new moon of spring.
During this time the gods may descend and mix with human beings;
several divine personages decide to
visit Paris where a legendary diamond , the Fairy Godmother, is rumored to exist.
The lucky immortal who gets
control of this gem can remain on
earth as long as he desires. The
mortals who know about the Fairy
Godmother-Pierrrot (Jean Babilee), his sister Lucie, and the mysterious dance-hall hostess Elsa
(Nicole Garcia)-are anxious to
keep it out of immortal hands. We
have only to meet some members
of Rivette's pantheon to understand why . The sun-goddess Viva
(Bulle Ogier) and the moon-goddess Leni (] uliet Berto) are tyrannical, deadly guests. They have the
charisma we associate with movie
stars-also the egos. Human intimacy and kindness can hardly survive in this glare. If the goddesses
stay around, life will be intolerable
for everyone but them.
The story is told in thirty sequences , each bringing to the
foreground one or two of the main
characters. The rival deities arrive;
each attempts to enlist Pierrot in
her service but fails. The intrigues
shift from a hotel lobby where
Lucie, with Pierrot's assistance, balances on a giant globe; to a sumptuous private room at a much more
upscale hotel where Viva and an
associate act out a Mad Tea Party;
to the dance hall where Elsa toils;
to an aquarium where Lucie (I
think) discovers the corpse of
Leni's first victim; to other picturesque locales.
A pianist plays m the background ; the actors respond to his
turns of phrase as he responds to
theirs. The overall effect is quite
different from the spacy high comedy achieved by Celine. Rivette

seeks to recreate narrative as a delicate, luminous ritual, as a synthesis
of motions and phrases neither
preconceived nor bound by the
conventions of improvisation ("hesitations, provocations, etc." as our
director writes-apparently with
reference to American method acting and its offshoots).
Do Rivette's aspirations sound a
little precious? They are certainly
not original with him; precursors
are numerous in French literature,
theatre, and opera of the last
hundred years. Recognizing the
tradition might help us get comfortable; so might counting from
one to ten and thereby slowing our
pulses. After a showing of Duelle at
the Film Center in 1983, there ensued a discussion between Rivette's
producer, Stephane Tchalgadjieff,
and an angry man in the audience
who complained about the movie's
"amateurish" editing. Tchalgadjieff
replied that Rivette was one of the
great editors in the film world . . .
but no real dialogue was going to
be possible.
Hollywood films are edited
tightly, with a hurtling efficiency
seen at its best in action pictures
like The Wild Bunch. I remember a
sequence from All That Jazz where
the Bob Fosse/Roy Schneider
character is viewing a rough cut of
his own most recent project and
keeps looking for a quicker, snappier rhythm (we can already see
this man's heart attack coming).
Rivette is worlds apart from all
that. Each scene in Duelle is like the
magic diamond that everyone's
fighting over; we feel that we've
entered the crystal, that we're being
refracted in a way that could go on
forever-and if we like this feeling
we relax even more, if we don't we
draw up tight and eventually go
look for a theater that's showing
Beverly Hills Cop.
Once we find the proper attitude
of attentive gravity-of taking seriously what might easily seem silly,
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droll, or cute-rewards come our
way. Duelle has a cumulative force.
It builds towards sequence fifteen
at its center, the only scene where
the five protagonists are present all
at once. By this time Rivette has established his characters and their
relationships. As each of them enters the mirror-lined dance hall
(this film is full of mirrors-but
perhaps you already guessed that),
the lines of action become more
and more complex. It is part of
Rivette's skill that the viewer
needn't lose track of what is going
on, that he can follow these interweaving intrigues to the climactic
moment when the two goddesses
confront one another. The hall
goes dark: petulant Viva and
brooding Leni throw off their mortal disguises, assuming the regalia
and bearing of divinity. They track
each other about a hidden center,
whispering
maleficent
spells.
Rivette's synthesis of phrase, movement, and musiC reaches its
apotheosis.
After its Chicago premiere, Dave
Kehr made a striking comment
about Duelle. "Ultimately, of course,
the subject of Duelle, a film about
two fantastic beings fighting to become real, is Duelle itself' (Chicago,
December, 1983). On reflection
(appropriate word) I think this is
true: Rivette has never made a
more self-illuminating, self-mirroring movie. A certain mystery remains: why should one hermetic
film be a bore and another not?
Duelle has the advantage of being
about more than itself, especially in
the long diminuendo from sequence fifteen to the end. In the
extraordinary moment when Leni
and Viva take over the gathering at
the dance hall, they become so absorbed by their personal rivalry
that no one else seems to exist. We
apparently reach the heart of the
film, the duel of the title. ("Duelle":
the nonexistent feminine form of a
masculine verb, as Jonathan Rosen30

baum observes.) 1
But there is that other duel with
which we began, between fragile
human desires and the goddesses'
need to escape their transcendent
sphere. It is less the opposition of
Viva to Leni than of mortal to immortal that determines the shape
of the film. The fantastic beings
want to achieve reality. Those who
are already real want a little breathing space. Leni and Viva are finally
subdued by Lucie, whose name
suggests light-not light from some
specific source (sun, moon-projector?) but light (I believe) as an inborn principle of consciousness and
right action. Lucie's triumph is represented by a means far different
from the dazzling pyrotechnics of
sequence fifteen. It occurs in long
shots, in a pervasive, unplaceable
dawn over a long expanse of green
garden. The film has had its fling,
and in its last moment the earth
seems to replace it. Another magic
trick: of a different quality, however, than the ones which preceded it. Lucie balances on the
world.

Duelle has a cumulative
force. It builds toward
sequence fifteen at its
center, the scene where
the five protagonists
are present all at once.
Duelle was supposed to be the
second of a four-film series. The
other three films never got made.
By the time of Le Pont du Nord
(1981), Rivette was working with
infinitesimal budgets. Le Pont is
rawer than Duelle, whose plush look
was offputting for some longtime
Rivette fans. It is also bleaker. To
1

To expand Rosenbaum's comment: the
sound of "duelle" suggests "deux" plus
"elle"-there is the ghost of a pun on
"two women."

quote from the Film Center's deadpan plot summary, "Marie (Bulle
Ogier), a newly-released convicted
bank robber with a vague terrorist
background, together with young
friend Baptiste (played by Bulle's
daughter, Pascale Ogier), becomes
involved in a perverse, clandestine
conspiracy
masterminded
by
Marie's elusive lover, Julien (Pierre
Clementi)."
The conspiracy takes the form of
a game. Snakes and ladders began
as a Hindu recreation, a rather
serious one. We throw the dice
and , depending on the results,
either climb a ladder or slide down
a snake. The ladders represent virtuous acts, the snakes evil ones.
Human will, here as so often in
games, is represented by chance, by
what Rivette elsewhere calls ''!'angle
du hasard."
Marie and Baptiste play snakes
and ladders not on a board but
over the landscape of Paris. Following mysterious instructions, they
move from one enigmatic locale to
another (there is a particularly
striking sequence in the ruins of
what must be an abandoned industrial site). Julien, their contact, disappears for long periods, only to
return with a new version of the
rules or of the game's rationale. We
don't trust Julien. How could we,
since he is Pierre Clementi, the
great thug-dandy among French
actors, veteran of such perverse extravaganzas as Belle du jour and The
Conformist? By the end of Le Pont
du Nord, Julien will have betrayed
Marie and left Baptiste to face the
secret police ("Maxes") who are
closing in on her.
The artifice of Rivette's plot is
qualified and transformed by location shooting. At the film's beginning there is a wonderful sequence
showing Baptiste riding her motorcycle round and round a Parisian
traffic circle with an elaborate
monument at its center. (I wish I
could have identified the monuThe Cresset

ment.) The sequence communicates
obsession-but does so m a
graphic, immediate style. This
mixed tone sustains the movie.
There is a technical reason for
Rivette's emphasis on such scenes:
he hasn't the budget to shoot indoors with complicated lighting.
From necessity emerges form and
situation. Marie is conceived as a
claustrophobe; she has the owner
of a bakery bring two croissants to
the door, so scared is she of entering and being trapped. Rivette the
impecunious filmmaker and Marie
the ex-con wander through a city
which is all outside, which is in this
sense appropriate to outsiders.
One more reflexive device. It
works because it evokes an historical moment that links the director
with his cinematic fantasies. We
should remember that Rivette was
part of the New Wave when it was
new. He worked as an assistant to
Jean Renoir, wrote for Cahiers du
Cinema along with Godard, Truffaut, Rohmer, and Chabrol, made
four shorts in the early Fifties, then
(1 960) released Paris Belongs to Us,
just after the success of Breathless
and The Four Hundred Blows.
The Sixties was the period when
Rivette found his voice, his subjects, his actors; it was also the time
when film became fashionable (as
opposed to popular). This is the
ambience described in Paris Belongs
to Us and capitalized on in subsequent Rivette films; not only are
movies revealed to have a past (a
sequence from Metropolis is shown
at a party in Paris), they are also a
phenomenon of the moment. Until
the late Sixties movies counted in a
way they don't today. Never mind
when the bottom dropped out.
There have been wonderful films
during the last fifteen years, but
both here and abroad they seem
like freaks rather than part of a
scene. Le Pont du Nord chronicles
the absence of a scene: it describes
what it's like when one's group
May, 1985

grows smaller, when one's access to
the larger culture is cut off.
Paris does not belong to us. This
insight is part of Rivette's films
from the beginning, but it is often
circumvented: in Celine the city becomes a field for play, for recreating reality by means of an intoxicating friendship. Duelle-just a
year later-is already starting to
qualify such hopes. The city becomes a field of combat where the
privilege of reality, of being and remaining real, is won or lost. Le Pont
du Nord describes a Paris less
permeable than ever to human
imagination. The atmosphere of reflexive artifice serves a different
purpose than before. We last see
Baptiste holding off a Max by karate-chopping at him-and then he
starts trying to show her better
methods, so they are fighting for
real and at the same time becoming
teacher and student. Meanwhile
someone watches them through a
telescope, from whose point of view
this final scene is filmed.
I like the conception. Baptiste
does what she can; she goes on
fighting. The Max who instructs
her is looking for an efficient opponent; he teaches her less from
generosity than from inner compulsion. Perhaps he is seeking his
own conqueror, an impulse displayed elsewhere in Le Pont du
Nord. As for the mysterious surveillance, it was suggested to the director by some chance scratches on
the film stock, which he chose to
interpret as manifesting the presence of a prying lens.
What the scene shows is Rivette
trying to break from his outsider
role, to identify with the whole of a
situation. He is Baptiste but also
Max-and the surveillance, while
not identical with the film, is closely
related to it because it assumes the
same angle of view. The outsider
who wants to imagine a whole, to
understand a society comprehensively, must engage in stunts like

this one. Reflexivity leads not to
narcissism but to omniscience. I
would expect a colder, broader, and
less hermetic tone to future Rivette
films, given Le Pont du Nord's extraordinary conclusion. There is
talk of Rivette making a movie in
America-if and when he can raise
the money. Indeed, it may be the
right moment for this particular
artist to cross the Atlantic. Le Pont
du Nord makes a good bridge. :1

Lazarus Again
I haven't been the same
since first I died
that taste of death
sucks at my flesh
I never quite came back
to green-that rotten dream
lingers, like marjoram
that ft;agrant at the leaf
is strawed at root, I fit
my puckered lips to kiss
my blotchy limbs to stretch
and couple out of light
past loves still itch
like hardened insect bites
old longings wither me
with roses under noon
a tarnished pitcher
at familiar wells
my grace disturbs the toads
and bursts against the slime
of those three days

Jean Hollander
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A Little Story
Dot Nuechterlein
She is one of the most unforgettable persons I have ever met, but
I cannot tell you her name. Once I
took an oath not to reveal the identities of probation/parole clients;
thus I will refer to her simply as M.
M. entered my life some dozen
years ago when she was about age
twenty. I was assigned to two very
young probationers, boys of ten
and twelve. Although their official
address was with their father, in reality they lived with their sister.
Her little flat, I discovered , was the
main refuge for eight juveniles:
these two boys, a younger sister, a
teenaged brother, M.'s two small
sons, and twins of fifteen who were
sister and brother to M.'s husband .
Soon I found that the three teens
were also on my client list. And
then, in the end, so was M.
Let me tell you about her. She
had spent all her years in the same
city; her name and ancestry were
French, her social class was "working poor." The father had usually
been employed, but with inadequate wages. The mother had
long since hit the bottle, and then
the road. M.'s two older brothers
were constantly in trouble, and by
now both were in prison.
From age thirteen on M. missed
school more often than not to care
for her four younger siblings. Not
that she minded much-as she told
me, she preferred cooking and
laundry to history and spelling.
And she loved the children; besides, she said, they didn't really
have any other mother. M. quit
school the moment she turned sixteen .
By then she had begun to yearn
for relief from her long-time obli-
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gations. A good-looking, charming
friend of her older brothers began
to pay her some attention. Before
long, she became pregnant; he did
the honorable thing, and they
moved in with his mother.
But she did not run away from
her own family , and continued to
care for the younger ones as she
and her man moved from one
building to another. It turned out
that he was in hiding; it turned
out, as well, that the charmer was a
brute. By and by he was caught
and sent to prison for armed robbery and assault. M., still in her
teens, got false teeth to replace the
ones he had knocked out of her,
healed up her bruises, and considdered a divorce . From behind bars
he threatened to kill her or have
her murdered if she went through
with it. She moved in with a gentler
soul, another fellow with law problems who gave her another son before he, too, went off to prison.
And that is when M. and I met
and became, after a fashion ,
friends . For several months I visited her regularly, trying to help
her plan how best to handle all the
children for whom she felt responsible. Her only income was a government allowance that would have
been enough for herself and two
little ones, but not the six others.
She fought to have them all stay
with her-"they need love, not just
food and clothes," she explainedbut the Court stepped in and
placed the five older ones in community group homes.
Meanwhile, I got a close-up view
of what life is like for the powerless: the tedium of hours spent in
welfare waiting rooms, courthouses,
and doctors' offices; the fear of
physical violence and, suffering that
motivates much behavior; the resilience of the human spirit, hoping
against hope that things will get
better. M. tried to keep a shine on
her gritty floors and a loving smile
turned on those important to her,

especially the young ones.
In the past M. had done some
shopping (shoplifting) and now her
case came to court. The judge was
tired of her whole family and decided she, too, should do some
•
time. Although my major responsibility was in the juvenile probation
system, because of our prior relationship I was given her case. Together we found .a family who
would care for her boys while she
was away, and I was present when
she took them there. It was a heartrending scene; I thought the judge
had made a grave mistake.
· Most of the people I knew who
were institutionalized came out
worse than they had gone in, but
M. surprised me. She took every bit
of the job training, classes, and
counseling offered, and re-oriented
her life. She decided to go through
with the divorce, to set her sights
on a job, and to stop letting others
take advantage of her.
Shortly after her release I resigned my position and left the city.
Through others I learned later that
she married again , this time a man
who had worked his way out of the
lower end of town and now owned
a thriving, legitimate business. She
now had stability, security, and
more importantly, someone to return the love she gave to others so
freely and unselfishly.
People who work in probation
and other social services have two
temptations : one is to blame circumstances for everything and assume their clients have no control
over themselves or their fortunes;
the other is to become hardened to
the grief and the conniving they
continually encounter and to lose
their compassion and patience.
Knowing M. helped me see and remember the middle alternativethat there are some people who are
not defeated by their background
or experience, but who are capable,
with assistance , of making changes
~~
in their lives.
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